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Introduction: 


The Left Movement in the Arts 





Argument 


In this book I argue that the years between the late 
1920s and the mid-r950s saw the rise and decline of 
what may be described as a left movement in American 
art. Although this movement had antecedents in the 
Ashcan School and the work of socialist artists associ- 
ated with The Masses magazine over the years 1911 to 
1917, it was distinguished from that precedent by an alle- 
giance to the example of the Russian Revolution and its 
orientation to a Leninist politics. Indeed, what gave it 
some measure of coherence and direction was the institu- 
tion of the American Communist party (hereafter cpusa). 
It is thus the changing patterns of Communist influence in 
the arts that define the parameters of my study: from the 
dramatic rise in the Party’s prestige among intellectuals 
that accompanied the onset of the Great Depression to 
its effective demise in the late rgsos as result of state 
persecution and internal crisis. However, it is important 
to be clear from the outset that the artists concerned 
gave the Communist Party their support in varying 
degrees and for different periods of time. For some it 
was a political lodestar for almost all of their careers, for 
others it stood more as a symbol of their commitment to 
certain aesthetic and ethical ideals, and for many more it 
was the object of their enthusiasm only during the eco- 
nomic and social dislocations of the Depression. In other 
words I am concerned both with active Communists and 
with fellow-travellers, and with some who might have 
been uncomfortable with either label but who none the 
Jess moved in the cultural milieu that the Party helped to 
create. It is also important to note that the Party did not 
call into being the forms of artistic practice that were 
described variously as ‘revolutionary art’ or ‘social art’ — 
although it had considerable influence on some of it. The 
economic and political crises of the 1930s and 1940s 
drove many artists to consider how they could produce 
art of social relevance independently of the Communist 
movement, and some who became involved continued 
to produce such art after they broke with or distanced 
themselves from it. If I give the Party much prominence 
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in what follows, it is because it was — for better or worse 
— the most powerful ideological and organisational force 
on the left for more than two decades, and a major influ- 
ence in American culture. 

What I have called the left movement in the arts is not 
a movement in the normal sense art historians use that 
term, in that it cannot be defined simply in terms of a 
common style or iconography, although it had implica- 
tions in relation to both. Rather, it will be described here 
in terms of a succession of institutional initiatives, an 
evolving critical discourse and a range of practices that 
seemed to correspond to a type of political commitment 
in complex and varying ways. It was a movement that 
never had a clearly defined programme, but which 
did entail certain fundamental assumptions about the 
social purpose of art — even if the implications of these 
assumptions were variously interpreted. The starting 
point of this movement is taken to be marked symboli- 
cally by the founding of the magazine New Masses in 
1926. 

Historians of American literature have long acknowl- 
edged the influence of the Communist movement on the 
novels, poetry and theatre of the 1930s, and a whole 
succession of studies have addressed this phenomenon.' 
By contrast, while historians of twentieth-century 
American art customarily allow that the cpusa had 
some ill-defined connection with Social Realism, there 
have been few substantial studies either of the organisa- 
tions through which this was effected or of how the cr’s 
shifting aesthetic ideology was registered in artistic prac- 
tices.2 Further, such studies as there are have tended to 
be confined to the mythically ‘Red Decade’ of the 1930s. 
Recent developments in American historical studies 
have made clear that the 1930s and 1940s need to be 
treated together if the long-term trajectory of the 
American political economy is to be effectively under- 
stood. This is also the case in relation to the history of 
culture and, specifically, in relation to the Communist 
cultural movement. To dwell only on that movement’s 
heyday without examining the reasons for its long-term 
decline is to miss a large part of its historical signifi- 
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cance. Indeed, this book demonstrates the error of the 
widespread assumption that the ending of the Popular 
Front in 1939 also marked the end of significant 
Communist influence among American cultural 
workers. It shows that the real demise of the cultural 
movement came in the late 1940s, and was the effect of 
state repression and developments in Soviet policy asso- 
ciated with the Cold War rather than the collapse of 
1930s anti-fascism. The crisis of the cpusA in 1956-7 
was only the coup de grace after several years in which 
the Party’s main effort had gone into sheer survival. 
None the less, it is an appropriate symbolic terminus, 
and political art of stature continued to be produced by 
artists associated with the Party in various ways in the 
1950s. Such a long perspective not only gives the story 
of Communist culture in the United States a somewhat 
different moral, but also indicates that the picture of the 
American cultural field in the postwar years we get from 
recent historiography has serious gaps. 


Rationale 


A number of considerations motivated the writing of 
this book. One is the belief that the sheer extent of 
Communist cultural influence among, artists in the 
period makes it a phenomenon worth historical atten- 
tion. Although there has been much art-historical work 
devoted to American art and politics in the 1940s and 
1950s — most of it focussing on Abstract Expressionism 
—to date such scholarship has assumed the only left that 
matters in these years is the anti-Stalinist left.’ Insofar as 
such work has addressed the Communist cultural move- 
ment at all, it has done so on the basis of what appears 
to be very limited knowledge of its institutions, ideology 
and practices. But in fact this is only one symptom of a 
larger lack of interest in the broader artistic field within 
which Abstract Expressionism appeared, a lack that 
arises because that movement is generally assumed to 
comprehend the only art of the period that merits serious 
attention. Not only is this assumption dubious in itself, it 
also leads to a distorted account of the art it privileges. 
By extension, a second motive is the desire to offer 
some corrective to the mystifications and limits that 
the dominance of the modernist narrative continues 
to impose on our understanding of twentieth-century 
art. That is, the book offers a challenge to the modernist 
history institutionalised after the Second World War, 
which received its tightest and most influential rationale 
in the apodeictic teleology of Greenbergian criticism. In 
so doing, it departs from the preoccupations of the estab- 


lished social history of art of the postwar years on the 
grounds that it has remained too preoccupied with the 
terms of this narrative, and has consequently not lived 
up to the requirements of a Marxist perspective. Simply 
put, in its preoccupation with art of quality, most social 
history of art takes the bourgeois category of art too 
much for granted, and turns itself into an appendage of 
that it supposedly seeks to critique.” It falls into the trap 
of the Social Democratic cultural history that Walter 
Benjamin castigated so brilliantly in his essay on Eduard 
Fuchs, an essay that has not been superseded as a laying 
out of the ground rules for a materialist history of art.’ 
For the most part, the social history of art has become 
just another celebration of the same old masterworks, 
even if it alters the grounds of discrimination somewhat. 
It thus lacks the radical scepticism towards the category 
of taste necessary to a truly dialectical history. 

Such an approach of necessity has nothing to say 
about the work of the artists that are the subject of this 
book, work that represents a groping towards that alter- 
native vision of cultural modernity which underpinned 
much of the most exciting art of the last century. That is, 
it was produced by artists who sought to overcome the 
inbuilt conservatism of the bourgeois concept of aes- 
thetic disinterestedness to produce art that might func- 
tion not only as a source of pleasure but also as social or 
political critique.° The art discussed here thus represents 
a test case for the problems and limits of left activism 
in the visual arts under both its revolutionary and its 
reformist aspects. Additionally, because of the particular 
conjunction between artist activists and the state under 
the New Deal, it also poses complex questions about 
the nature of cultural democracy: questions such as 
how the arts can be accommodated to the requirements 
of general accessibility, the proper mechanisms of state 
cultural patronage and the proper limits of state control, 
and what expectations may reasonably be placed on a 
democratic public. Conversely, the cultural programmes 
of the Roosevelt administration raised issues about 
the relationship between the market and individual 
freedom. In the postwar period the two were increas- 
ingly collapsed together according to a banal ideological 
formula in which the first supposedly guaranteed the 
second. But for a moment in American history there was 
a widespread belief that the state was a better guarantor 
ofa democratic culture than the market. To see things in 
this way, however, democracy had to mean more than 
Just consumer choice: it also meant the individual should 
take on not just the rights but also the responsibilities of 


citizenship and participation in a democratic society in 
the fullest sense of the term. 


At one level, then, this book is an exercise in historical 
recovery — yet another contribution to that ongoing 
struggle to redress Americans’ recurrent amnesia regard- 
ing their radical heritage. On another, it is an attempt to 
explain how a whole range of artistic production came 
to be consigned to museum stores and hidden away in 
little-known private collections. Perhaps more tenden- 
ase for treating some of this 





tiously yet, it tries to offer a 
work as not aesthetically valueless. Finally, and perhaps 
most importantly, I assume that the art with which I am 
concerned is part of the legacy of a century of socialist 
politics and Communist experiment, which the left, as 
it enters a new millennium, must confront, both as a 
burden and as a potential resource. 


Scope and Organisation 


The history of the crusa in the period covered by this 
book can be divided into a sequence of phases corre- 
sponding to the larger shifts in Party strategy consequent 
on the changing imperatives of Soviet foreign policy. 
These several phases can be summarised as: the Third 
Period, 1928-35; Popular Front, 1935-93 Nazi-Soviet 
Pact, 1939-41; Wartime Coalition, 1941-53 and Cold 
War, 1945 onwards. Although each of these brought 
implications for the Party’s cultural activities, for the 
purposes of this study they will be considered under 
three headings. Thus, Part I deals with the Third Period, 
Part II with the Popular Front and Part III with the 
period from 1939 up to the Party’s implosion as a result 
of the crisis of 1956-7. The reason for considering the 
last three phases together is that despite the revival of 
the Party’s fortunes in the Second World War, the pro- 
gressive element within the Democratic Party, on which 
its indirect influence on electoral politics depended, was 
in an increasingly weak position from the late 1930s 
onwards. The ending of the Popular Front and the 
winding down of the New Deal arts projects coincided. 
Together these developments meant the circumstances of 
Communist cultural activity were fundamentally trans- 
formed. Further, the history of the Party’s attempts to 
adapt to the break-up of the New Deal coalition and to 
the increasingly conservative turn of the American polity 
in the 1940s suggests a narrative with a certain unity, 
and one that also has an interpretative value. 

The book is premissed on a model of individual 
agency that stresses the role of institutions and ideology 
in defining the parameters of subjective choices. Each of 
its three parts is oriented round accounts of the institu- 
tions through which the Party sought to organise cul- 
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tural work, and of the aesthetic discourse it promoted 
through public lectures and debates, art criticism and 
book-length publications. The analysis of artistic prac- 
tices is largely integrated with that of institutions and 
ideology, with the result that artistic careers are con- 
sidered only in summary terms, and the focus is more on 
the significance of works than on lives. I recognise that 
my concern to provide a broad political narrative of a 
movement in which organisation and ideology were 
central means that I have not been able to do justice to the 
complex meanings of many individual art objects. I hope 
to remedy this lack in some degree in a separate study. 

It is a truism that the kinds of art that were dominant 
in the United States in the 1930s were naturalistic and 
that a key concern of much contemporary criticism was 
the promotion of imagery of American life and of what 
was perceived as a tradition of native realism. Such art 
dominated in the art programmes of the New Deal, 
and in the major public art exhibitions — the Carnegie 
International, the Chicago Annual, the regular Whitney 
Museum shows, and so on. While modernism (in 
various forms) was not nearly so marginal as has often 
been suggested, it was widely perceived as a paradigm of 
artistic practice that was either exhausted or inappro- 
priate to the particular cultural conditions of the United 
States. The reasons for this are complex, but central 
among them were the contraction of the art market and 
the massive federal patronage initiatives, together with a 
widespread wave of anti-modernism in the broad sense 
linked with a search for native American cultural tradi- 
tions. Given that plenty of artists without any revolu- 
tionary commitment were producing ostensibly ‘realist’ 
images of the American Scene, one of the problems for 
artists on the left was to develop a distinctive practice in 
this environment that would amount to more than just 
a social iconography. Although the book is centrally 
concerned with the left movement, it also seeks to show 
how its identity was produced in relation to the wider 
field of artistic practices. 


Stalinism and the Question of 
Larger Significance 


The story I have to tell is one of negation or, if you 
prefer, defeat. Some will doubtless see it as a redundant 
narrative of artists who miscalculated politically, 
morally and aesthetically. After all, its main dramatis 
personae refused to see the murderous tyranny that the 
ussk became for what it really was, accepted — at least in 
some degree - the political values of what became one of 
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the most doctrinaire and conservative of Stalinist parties, 
and in most cases rejected experimental modernism in 
pursuit of a politically instrumental art or an art of 
human content in ‘outmoded’ styles. The issue of 
Stalinism cannot be evaded in a study of this kind, and 
1 do not agree with those historians of the American left 
who wish to discard the term because it has too often 
served as the cover for kneejerk anti-Communism in the 
us. Of course, if I did not feel that the Party’s enemies 
had their own prejudices and blindnesses I would not 
have bothered to write this book. 

At one level, I take Stalinism to stand for a distinctive 
form of pseudo-Marxist discourse that was fostered and 
partly enunciated by the Soviet leader from which it 
takes its name. More broadly, Stalinism denotes the 
policies and actions of the Soviet state and its satellites 
under Stalin.’ Now, the strategies and organisational 
forms of the foreign Communist parties obviously 
cannot be separated from the history of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union, and the central debate among 
historians of the cpusa has been the extent to which the 
Party was simply an instrument of Moscow.*® The view 
taken here is that whatever the delusive example of the 
Russian experience and the crudely self-interested 
policies the Soviet leadership imposed via the Comintern 
and later the Cominform, the cpusa did fight its own 
struggles under circumstances the Soviet party did not 
make. Further, I share the position of revisionist histori- 
ans who have argued that earlier histories place too 
much stress on the policies and statements of the Party 
leadership, and give too little attention to the actual 
experiences of the rank and file.’ (Recent ‘revelations’ 
about the leadership’s complicity in Soviet espionage 
activities have no real bearing on this.'°) This is not to 
offer an apologia for the Party, merely to acknowledge 
that it did serve as a focus for socialist aspirations, 
however much it warped them through its dumb sub- 
servience to Moscow. If the Party was always more than 
the policy of its leaders, so too the art that emerged from 
the Party’s orbit is rarely reducible to an equivalent of 
the frequently dogmatic and arid pronouncements of its 
cultural functionaries. That is, if those I am concerned 
with maintained a loyalty to the Soviet Union or even 
to the person of Stalin, they did not thereby practise a 
Stalinist aesthetic for the most part. For if there was one 


thing nearly all of them agreed on about the form of 
social art, it was that it would have to be specifically 
adapted to the circumstances of a non-revolutionary 
society, and draw on native American traditions — other- 
wise it could be neither popular nor effective. Like those 
literary scholars who have reassessed the proletarian lit- 
erature movement in recent years, I wish to analyse the 
left movement in the visual arts in relation to the specific 
demands of Communist politics in the United States 
rather than measure it against some abstract model of 
Stalinism. Seen in this way, it appears to me more inge- 
nious, complex and engaging than has so far been 
acknowledged. 


Note on Limits 


There are two main limitations. Firstly, although some 
murals in other cities will be discussed, the book is con- 
fined primarily to activities in New York. This undoubt- 
edly creates a somewhat misleading impression of a 
cultural movement that was a focus for leftist artists in a 
number of us cities. However, it is my belief that the 
most important institutions for the visual arts were in 
New York, and that much of the really interesting art 
was produced and first exhibited there.'' To have given 
detailed accounts of developments in Chicago and San 
Francisco (to take two obvious omissions) would have 
lengthened an already long book, and added nothing 
fundamentally different to the picture. This is not to say 
that studies on the conditions in other cities would 
not be worthwhile — given the variations in us regional 
history they certainly would. But I doubt if they would 
cause me to alter the case I have tried to make. Secondly, 
my research has been confined to the cr’s English- 
language press. Again this is partly due to the problems 
of scale, but is also a reflection of the limits of my 
linguistic competence. For instance, other scholars will 
have to do work on the Yiddish-language magazines and 
papers, which would certainly add another dimension to 
the work of Gropper and some other artists who figure 
in these pages.'* Finally, the book is concerned very 
largely with painting and graphic art. The sculpture of 
the left does get some passing mentions, but it too raises 
problems that demand a separate study.'* 


Part I: ‘Revolutionary Art’: 
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Emerging out of a scene of intense factionalism in 
1919 and numerically dominated by foreign-language 
speakers, the political formation that became the 
American Communist movement did not operate as a 
single party until 1923. A movement that at the outset 
had more than 40,000 members was so harassed by gov- 
ernment agencies and so internally riven that by r925 it 
had only 7,200. After a revival in the late 1920s, 
membership fell to near this figure again as a result of 
the expulsion of Jay Lovestone and his followers in 
1929. The Communist Party (cp) was thus hardly in a 
position to act as the focus for a broad cultural tendency 
in these years even had it aspired to. However, as Harvey 
Klehr has pointed out, it was in the Party’s first decade 
that a Leninist leadership cadre was formed, many of 
whom remained prominent within it for years after- 
wards.' This is in some degree true of the cultural cadre 
as well. The writers Joseph Freeman, Michael Gold, V. J. 
Jerome, A. B. Magil and Isidor Schneider all began their 
association with the Party in the 1920s, as did a number 
of prominent artists including Hugo Gellert, William 
Gropper and Louis Lozowick. 

The takeoff in the cp’s influence among the intelli- 
gentsia was manifestly connected with the onset of 
the Depression, and the increasingly conspicuous 
role it played in strikes, unemployed organisations 
and street demonstrations. The organisational work 
of Communists in strikes at Gastonia, North 
Carolina (1929); at the Carnegie coal mines in Western 
Pennsylvania and Harlan County, Kentucky (1931); in 
the massive and bloody street demonstrations against 
unemployment in New York (March 1930), Detroit 
(March 1932), Saint Louis (July r932) and other cities; 
and in the hunger marches on Washington of 1931 and 
1932 all contributed to the Party’s reputation for 
courage and militancy.’ In the 1932 presidential elec- 
tions the votes cast for the Communist candidates 
William Z. Foster and James Ford numbered 102,991, 
and in that year Party membership finally rose securely 
above the 10,000 level. 


While the Party’s electoral appeal was clearly not 
great, Foster and Ford were backed by a group of promi- 
nent writers and intellectuals organised under the title of 
the League of Professional Groups for Foster and Ford. 
The League produced a 10,000 word pamphlet Culture 
and the Crisis, which advised that the Socialist Party 
could only serve as a distraction from the real choice 
between socialism and fascism, and that ‘A vote for any 
party but the Communist Party is worse than a wasted 
vote. It is a vote for the class enemies of the workers.’ 
Intellectual workers shared a common interest with 
other workers, for capitalism was ‘destructive of all 
culture’, while Communism ‘desires to save civilization 
and its cultural heritage from the abyss to which the 
world crisis is driving it.’ Among the fifty-two signa- 
tories of this ‘Open Letter’ were Sherwood Anderson, 
Erskine Caldwell, Countee Cullen, Sidney Hook, 
Langston Hughes, Lincoln Steffens and Edmund Wilson. 
After the election the League dropped the reference to 
Foster and Ford from its title and sought to continue as 
a liaison between intellectuals and the Party. However, 
most of those involved were not cp members, and 
attempts by the Party to direct the League and attacks 
on individuals associated with it (notably Hook) meant 
that those who stood forward to endorse Communist 
candidates in the mid-term elections of 1934 were far 
fewer in number.* 

Life as a Communist for the average Party member 
was an endless sequence of branch or club meetings, 
prescribed discussions and fund raising. The tedium of 
Party rituals helps to explain the rapid turnover in mem- 
bership. This is not to say that there were no psycho- 
logical compensations, and many of those who passed 
through it bore witness to what Vivian Gornick 
describes as the ‘deeply felt’ ‘wholeness of the cp 
world.”> However, many Communist artists and writers 
who were Party members found it almost impossible 
to pursue their own creative work because of the 
demands placed upon them by what one writer 
described as ‘continual picket-lines, sit-down strikes, 
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work-stoppages, Communist party and union assign- 
ments from which we cannot gain the slightest exemp- 
tion.”® Perhaps for this reason, most did not join and 
thus were not subject to Party discipline. The tensions 
between these ‘fellow-travellers’ and actual Party 
members were played out within successive front organ- 
isations,’ and also within the critical discourse the move- 
ment generated. In part they account for its vitality. 

In a report to the Communist Party’s cultural frac- 
tion in November 1932, the writer Joseph Freeman 
observed: ‘we have not in this country in the English lan- 
guage basic Marxian writings which throw light on the 
questions of art and literature.’ Although by this time 
an increasing volume of Marxist statements on these 
matters was beginning to appear in translation, 
Freeman’s remark points to a basic problem: the impli- 
cations of Marxism for both artistic practice and aes- 
thetics are far from straightforward and the cpusa could 
offer little substantive guidance regarding either.’ The 
Party had no original theorists of its own in any area, 
while its Soviet mentor as yet offered no single authori- 
tative position on the arts. Yet given the totalising nature 
of Communism as a belief system, a kind of aesthetic 
discourse had perforce to be articulated within the 
Communist press. 

As the ‘Central Organ of the Communist Party of the 
usa’, the Party’s national English-language newspaper, 
the Daily Worker, played a key role in the dissemination 
of Communist culture. In the late 1920s and early 1930s 
it printed serialised translations of Soviet novels and 
short stories, as well as poems and stories by American 
Communists. It carried statements by luminaries of 
international Communism such as Henri Barbusse, 
Johannes Becker and Maxim Gorkii. And it had regular 
theatre and cinema and (occasional) book reviews. But 
like the movement for which it spoke, the Daily Worker 
of the late 1920s was dour and inward-looking, pre- 
occupied with factional disputes. After Earl Browder’s 
effective takeover of the leadership in 1930 (he did not 
actually become the cp’s General Secretary until 1934), 
Clarence Hathaway became editor and it began to 
become more like a normal paper.'” The most striking 
new developments came in August 1933 when the 
Worker changed from a four-page to a six-page paper on 
weekdays, and from a six-page to an eight-page paper 
on Saturdays. This move was preceded by a sustained 
attempt to solicit readership involvement with requests 
for readers to send in reports, criticisms and suggestions. 
The editors pledged to make the paper more interesting 
‘by shortening our articles, eliminating stereotyped 
phrases, simplifying our language, &c.’ Among the sug- 
gestions that seem to have been acted on were that the 


paper should start to carry short stories “from the every- 
day struggles of the workers’ and a ‘cartoon of the 
comics type’.!' Movie reviews became longer, a column 
on radio was added, and there was more sports coy- 
erage. A new woman’s column, ‘In the Home’, mixed 
menu suggestions and dress designs with political news, 
and there was even medical advice from a ‘Doctor 
Luttinger’. 

Historians of Communist culture have tended to draw 
most on the magazine New Masses, which functioned as 
a national forum of American Communism for more 
than twenty years. However, its pre-eminent status as a 
cultural register is misleading, for the Daily Worker was 
just as important, and substantive theoretical articles, as 
well as reports and reviews, appeared within its pages. It 
was also an important focus for Communist artists, and 
the Party made much of the attainments of staff car- 
toonists such as Jacob Burck and Fred Ellis. Having said 
this, it was in New Masses that the key aesthetic debates 
of the Third Period were voiced, and the group around 
the magazine initiated the John Reed Clubs, which were 
the main institutional base for Communist and fellow- 
travelling artists and writers up to 1935. In this chapter 
I consider the development of New Masses in these 
years, and sketch the rise and fall of the clubs. 


The Early New Masses 


Launched in May 1926 by a mixed group of liberals 
and radicals with money from the Garland Fund, 
New Masses was initially conceived as a successor to 
two earlier magazines that had sought to fuse culture 
and socialist politics, The Masses (1911-17) and The 
Liberator (1918-24), and there was considerable con- 
tinuity of personnel between the three.'? At the same 
time, it would draw on the experimental artistic culture 
epitomised by The Seven Arts (1916-17). Among the 
roster of talented and prominent writers who were 
editors or contributing editors of New Masses in 1926 
were Sherwood Anderson, Van Wyck Brooks, Stuart 
Chase, John Dos Passos, Theodore Dreiser, Max 
Eastman, Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Lewis 
Mumford, Eugene O'Neill, Carl Sandburg, Upton 
Sinclair, Genevieve Taggard and Edmund Wilson. 
Early contributors also included Nathan Asch, Meridel 
Le Sueur and William Carlos Williams. The artist 
editors were Maurice Becker, Cornelia Barns, Glenn 
Coleman, Stuart Davis, Adolf Dehn, Hugo Gellert, H. J. 
Glintenkamp, William Gropper, Louis Lozowick, 
Boardman Robinson, John Sloan and Art Young — all of 
whom had done work for The Masses or The Liberator 


or both.’ It should be noted that despite the male 
chauvinism of some of its leading figures, women 
writers were a major presence in the magazine, if not on 
its editorial board." 

Joseph Freeman, who was one of the founding group, 
later recalled that among the fifty-six involved only two 
were members of the Communist Party and ‘less than a 
dozen’ were sympathetic to it. In fact, while three of the 
six original editors were Communists (Freeman, Gellert 
and Gold), Freeman’s claim that the artists and writers 
set the tone and determined that it would be ‘ “artistic 
and literary”’ and not ‘ “political” ’ seems correct. As he 
stated elsewhere: ‘the New Masses started as the frank 
heir of the bohemian-rebel old Masses.’'’ It was initially 
conceived to address ‘the INTELLECTUAL HOMELESS’ 
rather than the masses as such, and its brief was to 
‘satirize, criticize, and CREATE our world of the 
modern’. Titles considered had included ‘Dynamo’ and 
‘The New World’, and an early editorial programme 


reads like a modernist manifesto: 


The editors of the magazine must bear constantly in 
mind that we live in a world of smoke and steel, a 
hard, virile, industrial world, demanding as hard, as 


virile, as steely an expression. 


While the programme assumed that ‘we are all opposed 
to capitalism’, the prime function of the magazine would 
not be a negative one but an attempt to give expression 
to ‘contemporary existence’. Enthusiasm for the Russian 
Revolution was another common assumption, because 
‘as creative artists’ the editors were ‘in the very nature of 
things, on the side of the liberal, radical, and working- 
class forces’ in the great social struggle going on in the 
world. This touchingly naive notion of artistic fellow- 
ship indicates that the editors had not understood the 
divisive implications of the Bolshevik model. They were 
soon to learn." 

The first volume of the magazine did indeed resemble 
the old Masses. Slightly larger and on better paper than 
succeeding volumes, it also had colour printing. Gellert’s 
cover for the first issue of May 1926 appropriately 
shows a grinning miner with a cockade or flower in his 
helmet in red and black on a white ground (fig. 2). The 
cover of the second issue was a design of modern city 
women’s legs by Stuart Davis. And the August issue 
carried a drawing by Boardman Robinson of two young 
women wrestling on a beach, printed in pink, that rep- 
resents a proletarian beach scene of the type associated 
with John Sloan in a style more suggestive of Matisse. 
The thoroughly modernist tone of the sequence was 
continued in Lozowick’s city design, printed in black 
and blue over white, for the October cover. With some 
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Drawing by Jan Matulka 


“I see where Babe Ruth draws down seventy thousand a year, That's a lotta jack all right.” 
“Yeah; us workin’ classes is on the up-and-up.” 


5 Jan Matulka, ‘I see where Babe Ruth draws down seventy thousand a year ...’, from New Masses, April 1927, Tamiment Institute 
Library, New York University 
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6 Adolf Dehn, Love at First Sight, from New Masses, August 1926, Marx Memorial Library, London. 


notable exceptions, such as Wanda Gag’s wonderful 
image of rearing skyscrapers for March 1927 (fig. 3) and 
Theodore Scheel’s mechanised worker of January 1930, 
or the photographs by Tina Modotti that fronted four 
issues in 1928-9, New Masses rarely looked so visually 
striking on the outside again.” 

When the German Communist Ludwig Renn sent a 
message of fraternal greetings to New Masses in 1930 he 
observed that ‘the graphic portion’ of the magazine ‘still 
manifests vestiges of an expressionism which does not 
always harmonize with the “true-to-reality” writing of 
its contributors.”'* In fact, by the end of 1935 the list of 
artists whose work had appeared in New Masses could 
be extended to Phil Bard, Mabel Dwight, John Groth, 
Jacob Kainen, Herb Kruckman, Russell Limbach, Jan 
Matulka, Walter Quirt, Anton Refregier, Louis Ribak, 
Theodore Scheel, William Siegel, Mitchell Siporin and 
Harry Sternberg among others.’’ Most of these artists 
did not practise the kind of Daumieresque style of 
crayon cartooning developed by The Masses artists, 
which, as used by Burck and Ellis (fig. 4), remained the 
dominant mode in the Daily Worker.”’ Indeed, the work 


of several represented an attempt to adapt experimental 
modernist techniques to graphic satire and political 
illustration. 

Stuart Davis, the most consistent modernist associ- 
ated with New Masses, ceased to contribute after July 
1926 and dropped off the editorial board in the spring 
of 1929. In any case the Cubist mannerisms of Davis’s 
few cartoons made them far less effective as social 
satires than his graphics of The Masses period.*! Jan 
Matulka (1890-1972), whose Paris studio Davis rented 
in 1928-9, had a more substantial involvement with the 
magazine, contributing twenty-four illustrations over 
the years 1926 to 1930.” A competent practitioner of 
Cubism, Matulka’s contributions to New Masses varied 
from what seem to have been independent lithographs, 
to directly political cartoons and dry social commen- 
taries.”’ In a drawing for the April 1927 issue (perhaps 
made with lithographic crayon; fig. 5) the grain silos and 
other buildings of a waterfront fuse into an oppressive 
Cubistic background for a scene of working men on a 
break. One man has a patched overall and another a 
patched elbow, and their postures work with the flowing 
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lines of the drawing to suggest lassitude after labour. 
The image thus offers a telling counterpoint to the ironic 
conversation, redolent of working-class humour: 


‘I see where Babe Ruth draws down seventy thousand 
a year. That’s a lotta jack all right.’ 
‘Yeah; us workin’ classes is on the up-and-up.” 


After 1930 New Masses may have become more 
reluctant to use such imagery, but the modernist element 
continued in cartoons and satirical drawings exemplified 
in the contributions of Dehn and Gropper. Adolf Dehn 
(1895-1968), who was a contributing editor from 1926 
to 1933, had been the leading figure in a group of radical 
students at the Minneapolis Art Institute in the 1910s, 
which included Arnold Blanch, Wanda Gag, Harry 
Gottlieb and Elizabeth Olds. In 19147 he moved to 
New York and joined the Masses circle. Imprisoned as a 
conscientious objector during the war, from 1921 to 
1929 he travelled in Europe, making a living through 
illustrations for German and American magazines. Dehn 
was fascinated by Weimar culture, and hoped to join the 
staff of the satirical journal Simplicissimus — though he 
was disappointed in this regard. George Grosz admired 
his work, and the affinity between them is well illus- 
trated in the graphic Love at First Sight, published in 
August 1926 (fig. 6). Dehn’s line is not as incisive as that 
of Grosz and tends more to the arabesque and the 
playful, but there is a comparable use of expressive dis- 
tortion and a deployment of physical grotesques to 
suggest moral ugliness. However, Dehn was one of the 
most experimental American printmakers of his genera- 
tion, and his interest was as much in the print as art 
object as it was in pictorial propaganda.” By contrast, 
Gropper, to whom I shall return in Chapter Three, fully 
embraced the propagandist’s role, although he was no 
less knowing in his assimilation of modernist devices. 
The point is that in New Masses political cartoons and 
images with the visual character of art prints existed side 
by side. No single stylistic mode was ever dominant. 

From the beginning, New Masses was centrally con- 
cerned with both literature and criticism, carrying short 
stories and poems as well as articles of literary theorising 
by writers and critics. Book reviews were a consistent 
feature, but it also printed criticism of art, theatre, 
cinema, dance and music — sometimes as occasional 
items, sometimes as regular columns. The range of the 
magazine in its early years was remarkable, as was the 
intellectual energy it projected. It carried articles on 
the Machine Age, sex, Freud, cinema, jazz and all that 
was hottest in contemporary culture. Like the old 
Masses it was deeply concerned with the ‘New Woman’ 
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7 Boardman Robinson, The Nighwatchman’s Daughter: “Your 
mother never used no lipstick’ ‘Yeah, wasn’t it fierce the way them 
dames went around exposin’ their features’, from New Masses, 
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and the transformation of sexual mores — and printed 
numerous graphic satires around that theme including 
Boardman Robinson’s The Nightwatchman’s Daughter 
(fig. 7), which sums up a whole generational shift in the 
caption: ‘“Your mother never used no lipstick”/“Yeah, 
wasn’t it fierce the way them dames went around 
exposin’ their features.”’ The Soviet connection was 
manifested through translations of stories by Isaac 
Babel, an article by Lunacharsky, and Trotsky’s tribute 
to the poet Yessenin. But in these years New Masses 
also carried articles by writers unsympathetic to 
Communism, such as Ezra Pound and Allen Tate, whom 
it denounced as fascistic in the following decade — as it 
did some of its more independent Marxist contributors 
including Max Eastman and V. F. Calverton.’* Initially, 
it seems to have been unaware of, or unabashed by, the 
marginalisation of Trotsky in the ussr, and published a 
paean to Literature and Revolution when it appeared in 
translation in 1926.° 





New Masses was more than just a magazine, it was 
also the focus for a social milieu and a grand project 
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to form an alternative American culture. From the 
beginning it laid on dances and balls which projected a 
light-hearted side of the Communist movement, such as 
the Workers’ and Peasants’ Costume Ball of December 
1926, the Anti-Obscenity Ball of March 1927, the 
Russian Anniversary Ball of December 1927 (‘Ditch 
Your Duties Bring Your Cuties’) or the New Masses 
Costume Ball of December 1928, at which ‘Jazz — Hot 
and Blue’ by ‘the best, most mournful JAZZ BAND in 
Harlem’ was promised. These occasions were partly 
fund-raisers for a magazine that limped along from one 
deficit to the next, but they also served an important 
social function and became a regular feature of the 
movement’s cultural life. Lozowick’s advertisment for 
the New Masses Spring Carnival of 1929, where the 
Savoy Wild Cats - ‘The Pride of Lenox Avenue’ in 
Harlem - were playing, illustrates that not only had 
Communists embraced the jazz craze but also that they 
were not uninterested in the colloquial meanings of 
‘jazz’. Lozowick’s figure wears a cutaway flapper dress, 
provocatively pushes back her rump, and has a promi- 
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nently defined nipple (fig. 8). ‘DANCING’ was promised 
‘TILL 3 A.M.’ The serious debates among Party critics 
around the social significance of jazz do not seem to 
have diminished its appeal among the rank and file.”” 


Mike Gold and the Proletarian Aesthetic 


The liberals and radicals in the New Masses editorial 
group were sharply divided, and in 1927 the former 
tried to remove Michael Gold from the board — osten- 
sibly on grounds of inefficiency but at least equally 
because of his uncompromising commitment to revolu- 
tionary literature.** The move was defeated, and after a 
financial crisis in the spring of 1928 Gold took over as 
main editor, and for the next two years his conception of 
proletarian culture dominated the magazine. Coinciden- 
tally, this development shortly preceded the announce- 
ment of the new Third Period line at the Sixth World 
Congress of the Comintern in July-August 1928. 
According to the new line, the world capitalist economy 
was entering a general crisis that would issue in 
internecine wars amongst the imperialist states and 
‘gigantic class battles’. What this came to mean was that 
the principle enemy of the working class was to be 
understood as social democratic parties and trade union 
leaderships who were misleading it as to its objective 
interests, and were designated ‘social-fascists’ — a posi- 
tion represented through the slogans ‘Class Against 
Class’ and ‘United Front from Below’. These slogans 
certainly matched the tenor of proletarianism as 
expressed in New Masses and elsewhere, but the attitude 
of American Communists to their would-be allies 
among the bourgeois artistic and literary intelligentsia 
was less intransigent than they suggest.” 

Mike Gold was born Itzok Granich on New York’s 
Lower East Side in 1893, the son of Jewish immigrants, 
and adopted his pseudonym during the Red Scare of 
1919-20. Gold’s father was a small-time entrepreneur 
whose business and health failed, forcing young Granich 
to earn a living by various menial occupations. In 1914 
he was converted to socialism through hearing the 
Wobbly orator (and later Communist) Elizabeth Gurley 
Flynn at an unemployment demonstration in Union 
Square, where he got his head bloodied by a cop’s trun- 
cheon and bought his first copy of The Masses. He was 
so excited by the magazine that he moved to Greenwich 
Village and began to support himself as a journalist — or 
so the story goes. In January 1921 he became an editor 
for The Liberator, where his essay ‘Towards Proletarian 
Art’ appeared the following month.*’ It is an extra- 
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ordinary statement — almost like a Futurist manifesto - 
which fuses a kind of Nietzschean vitalism with an 
image of a new proletarian culture based largely on Walt 
Whitman’s writings. The recent Bolshevik Revolution 
and the revolutionary upsurges across the Europe that 
accompanied the end of the war, together with the great 
American strike wave of 1919-20, all must have con- 
tributed to the apocalyptic tone of its opening: ‘In blood, 
in tears, in chaos and wild, thunderous clouds of fear the 
old economic order is dying.’ Gold describes social 
revolution as a kind of irrepressible life force, and as 

S sion of this 
life force through which men and women ‘express 


the religion of the masses. Art is an exp 





their divinity’. Intellectuals have turned this life force 
into something aristocratic and sick — only through 
contact with the masses can it be rejuvenated: 


The art ideals of the capitalistic world isolated each 
artist as in a solitary cell, there to brood and suffer 
silently and go mad. We artists of the people will not 
face Life and Eternity alone. We will face it among the 
people. 

We must lose ourselves again in this sanity. We must 
learn through solidarity with the people what Life is. 


The idea that bourgeois art (and the bourgeosie as a class) 
was ‘sick’ or decadent was to become one of the 
characteristic tropes of proletarian criticism. And what 
made it so was its tone of despair and self-regarding indi- 
vidualism. By contrast, the new proletarian art was opti- 
mistic and collective. Needless to say, there was an 
element of deep romanticism in all this. Contrasting the 
masses with intellectuals Gold wrote: ‘Masses are never 
pessimistic. Masses are never sterile. Masses are never far 
from the earth. Masses are never far from heaven. Masses 
go on — they are the eternal truth. Masses are simple, 
strong and sure.”*! Such was the resonance of this word. 
Gold was, of course, looking to the ussr, where a new 
proletarian culture had ‘begun forming its grand outlines 
against the sky.’ And what he took to be Soviet culture 
was the Prolet’kult movement. Prolet’kult had orginated 
with a splinter group called Vpered (Forward), which 
broke away from the Bolshevik wing of the Russian 
Social Democratic Party after the 1905 Revolution. Its 
chief ideologue, Alexander Bogdanoy, argued that collec- 
tive conditions of work in the modern mass production 
industries would give rise to a new collective proletarian 
culture that would inevitably replace the individualistic 
culture of the bourgeois epoch. The political struggle 
for socialism demanded as its counterpart a cultural 
struggle, which should be undertaken by distinct and 
independent organisations. After the revolution of 
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February 1917, groups for promoting proletarian culture 
sprang up all over Russia, and had begun to be co- 
ordinated by a central committe just before October, 
However, by the end of the Civil War the Party leadership 
had become concerned about the degree of independence 
exercised by Prolet’kult and in 1920 the organisation 
was subordinated to the People’s Commissariat for 
Education. Although Prolet’kult had a membership of 
about 400,000 in 1922, by this time it was already begin- 
ning to be superseded by other groups such as vapp, the 
All-Russian Association of Proletarian Writers.” 

American Communists learned about Prolet’kult 
early on. John Reed was American representative at a 
Prolet’kult meeting in Moscow in 1920, and a book 
titled Proletcult by the British Marxists Eden and Cedar 
Paul was published in New York in the following year. 
Although largely an account of the Worker’s Education 
Movement in Britain, this did contain a brief chapter on 
the Russian organisation, and called on socialists every- 
where to join the Third International and ‘establish a 
Red Proletcult International.’ While it had little to say 
on ‘Proletarian Art’ as such, it warmly defended the 
concept, asking rhetorically: 





Can we not foresee, in communist society . . . a revival 
of that conjuncture of labour and imagination which 
we conceive to be the true social basis of art? And 
when there is superadded the quickening and enfran- 
chisement of the spirit that will derive from the dis- 
appearance of the numerous inward conflicts which 
underlie the surface of capitalist society, may we not 
anticipate such a blossoming of art as the world has 
never known? 


The Pauls’ identification with the Bolshevik model of 
proletarian dictatorship may have been based in part on 
misconceptions, but in failing to understand the full 
implications of Leninism they are unlikely to have been 
unusual among left-wing socialists of their generation, 
many of whom were properly sickened by the accom- 
modation parliamentary socialists had reached with 
bourgeois governments that had sent working men to be 
slaughtered in their millions in an imperialist war, and 
found the Russian example appealing by contrast. It is 
unlikely that Gold and his Greenwich Village comrades 
had any superior understanding of the matter. More- 
over, the Pauls’ vitalist conception of social agency and 
their view of revolution as a poetic act are strikingly 
close to his.** 

Joseph Freeman later observed of the 1920s: ‘We were 
always three or four years behind events, and 
operated with vague rumours, assumptions, hopes, in 


the light of which we interpreted all the partially 
reported actions of the October Revolution from phase 
to phase.’ Certainly by 1930 - and probably well 
before — it was known that the cpsu regarded the theo- 
retical premisses of Prolet’kult as erroneous, and that the 
party opposed the attempt to ‘develop purely hot-house 
proletarian literature’.** (Of course, it was committed to 
organising and promoting art and literature among the 
proletariat.) Gold himself visited the ussr in 1925, but 
seems not to have picked up on the Politburo’s insistence 
that under capitalism the proletariat ‘as a culturally 
oppressed class’ could not develop its own artistic form 
or style, for, in an otherwise enthusiastic appraisal of 
Trostky’s Literature and Revolution, he took issue with 
Trotsky’s argument that there neither was, nor could be, 
a proletarian art: ‘It is not a matter of theory; it is a fact 
that a proletarian style is emerging in art. It will be as 
transitory as other styles; but it will have its day.’*° 

In the early years of New Masses it was possible to 
maintain a kind of generalised proletarianism of the 
Gold type without understanding the nuances of Soviet 
debates on the arts or their sociological and political 
implications. Indeed, the Cultural Revolution that 
accompanied the first Five Year Plan, with its class war 
rhetoric and attacks on the old intelligentsia, and the 
corresponding supremacy of Rapp (Russian Association 
of Proletarian Writers) in the literary sphere, may well 
have seemed like a reassertion of Prolet’kult positions.*” 
All this is not to say that Gold’s stance did not come in 
for attack for its ‘childish nihilism.’** Moreover, just as 
important as reports on Soviet developments was 
the culture of the American Socialist Party and the 
Industrial Workers of the World (1ww), of which 
leading cadres were veterans.” 

Since 1917 Gold had been working on a book about 
his childhood, which after being published in bits and 
pieces in various magazines finally emerged as his only 
novel, Jews Without Money, in 1930 (although ‘novel’ 
does not really suggest the character of this collection of 
sketches of life on the Lower East Side). He had already 
articulated the rationale for such a book in “Towards 
Proletarian Art’, and grounded it in his social being; ‘I 
was born in a tenement, That tall, sombre mass, holding 
its freight of obscure human destinies, is the pattern in 
which my being has been cast.’*” This insistence on art 
rooted in the immediately observed verities of everyday 
working-class ‘Life’ (with a capital ‘L’), and utilising 
the simplest and most direct of devices was another 
leitmotiy of the proletarian aesthetic. Obsessed with 
what he saw as the emptiness of much modern litera- 
ture, Gold believed that a new revolutionary culture 
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would emerge organically from the toiling masses, who 
through the force of their experience would evolve novel 
artistic forms. Proletarian writing was inevitably a 
realism —a literature of facts, and it was supremely func- 
tional, in contrast to bourgeois art: ‘Swift action, clear 
form, the direct line, cinema in words; this seems to be 
one of the principles of proletarian realism. It knows 
exactly what it believes and where it is going; this makes 
for its beautiful youthful clarity.’ Concern with style was 
a distraction, and vaguely emasculating. Rather: “Utility, 
propaganda, will create a beauty of form in the prole- 
tarian poems, plays and novels of the future’.*! 

Under Gold’s editorship New Masses aimed to be 
‘a kind of sublimated workers’ correspondence’ and 
claimed that it was ‘the only link between the younger 
intellectuals and revolutionary workers’ in the United 
States.” To some extent its appeal was answered, and 
the magazine did showcase material by a number of 
worker writers. However, none of these became a figure 
of major significance, and although the Party provided a 
focus for talented writers of working-class origins such 
as Jack Conroy and Richard Wright, by the mid-1930s 
‘Proletarian Literature’ had come to mean writing from 
a working-class perspective informed by Marxist theory 
rather than writing necessarily from the working class.** 

‘I just don’t like cerebral art, and don’t believe I ever 
will’, Gold once wrote. Indeed, like some nineteenth- 
century realists he felt uncomfortable with any kind of 
aestheticism: ‘Art is a hunk of cheese, an old maid’s 
dreams, if it is weaker than the life around it.’ Not only 
did he make considerable efforts to eschew anything 
resembling Greenwich Village bohemianism — to be a 
truly virile worker type — but at times he was straight- 
forwardly hostile to middle-class writers — figures of 
inadequate masculinity — who allied themselves with the 
movement but maintained an aesthetic stance.* Such 
rejection of bohemianism as a kind of directionless 
and confused middle-class defiance was commonplace 
among the Party’s critics, who sought to counterpose to 
the undisciplined individualistic artist of bourgeois myth 
the ideal of a purposeful artist worker allying him or 
herself with the great collective forces of world revolu- 
tion.*’ Having said this, the Party needed allies in the 
middle class, and Gold’s extreme stance was representa- 
tive of a strand in cp culture rather than Party policy. 
His anti-intellectualism and his tendency to appear as 
a kind of literary hatchet man for the Party viewpoint 
(a position he did not hold) offended more sensitive 
Communist writers, and his hostility to any  self- 
conscious concern with style was always countered by 
other regular writers for the magazine. The continuing 
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struggle between Gold and his critics can be seen as 
symptomatic of the larger position of New Masses torn 
between the need to appeal to a wide proletarian audi- 
ence, but also wanting to be associated with a progres- 
sive and sophisticated art that would gain respect 


outside the closed circles of the cr world. 


The Future and the Past: Ussk versus USA 


Central to Communist ideology was a vision of the UssR 
as paradise in the making, and this was disseminated 
through both New Masses and the Daily Worker. Until 
1934 the fullest reporting of Soviet economic and social 
policy appeared in the latter, where the Dnieperstroi 
Dam was a ‘New Milestone in the Triumphant Building 
of Socialism’, ‘Soviets Spend 2 Billion Dollars for Social 
Insurance’ in a year, and ‘Russian Workers Eat Three 
Meals a Day’. Soviet propaganda about the First Five 
Year Plan and the collectiv 





ation of agriculture was 
accepted uncritically, and Stalin’s speeches, printed at 
length, were taken as true representations of these 
processes. The extraordinary changes of Stalin’s ‘revolu- 
tion from above’ helped to reinforce the revolutionary 
aspect of the Soviet image. The oppressive labour regime 
created by the industrialisation drive and the immisera- 
tion (and sometimes starvation) of the peasantry — the 
return to a rural regime resembling feudalism, but even 
more brutal — were ignored or misunderstood.” Instead, 
attractive graphics of smiling Russian workers adorned 
the covers of New Masses (fig. 9), while their photo- 
graphs appeared in the Daily Worker. Poems were pub- 
lished to celebrate the Dnieperstroi. Mike Gold and 
others wrote glowing reports of a joyous yet serious 
nation, in which song and literature pervaded life.*” It 
was not that there was no struggle and suffering in the 
ussk — indeed, struggle and suffering were represented 
as extreme in translated Soviet novels such as Feodor 
Gladkov’s Cement (1929). It was rather that the moral 
superiority of the Soviet system ensured all difficulties 
would always be overcome. The harsh character of 
Soviet rhetoric was justified by the magnitude of the 
tasks faced by the Soviet people, and it conferred a 
certain avant-garde character on those who emulated it 
outside the ussr.** 

Some artist contributors to New Masses and the Daily 
Worker could stand as experts on the Soviet regime 
and as witnesses to its triumphs. William Gropper 
(1897-1977), a founding editor of New Masses, who, 
like Gold, had grown up in the tenements of New 
York’s Lower East Side, visited the ussr in 1927 with 
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9 Phil Bard, cover of New Masses, November 1931, Marx 
Memorial Library, London. 


Theodore Dreiser and Sinclair Lewis, and spent a year 
travelling and making sketches, returning full of enthu- 
siasm. One fruit of his travels was a publication, 56 
Drawings of the USSR, that appeared in 1929 at $2.00, 
‘without captions, ready to frame’.*” Louis Lozowick 
(1892-1973), another founding editor who was a 
member of the editorial board with Gold from July 1931 
to February 1933, was particularly well equipped to act 
as a cultural ambassador. Born in the Ukraine, he had 
attended the Kiev Art School before emigrating to the 
United States in 1906. After studying at the National 
Academy of Design and taking a degree at Ohio State 
University, Lozowick returned to Europe and moved in 
avant-garde circles in Paris, Berlin and Moscow in the 
early 1920s. His familiarity with the new Soviet art (on 
which he published numerous articles and a short book 
in 1925) and his fluency in Yiddish, Ukrainian and 
Russian suited him to be a Soviet tour guide as well as 
International Secretary to the John Reed Club. In 1931 
Lozowick was a member of an ‘international writers 
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brigade’ that toured through Soviet Asia. The drawings 
he made provided the basis for lithographs of Tajikistan, 
which both as a group and sometimes within a single 
image juxtapose traditional Tajik lifestyle with the 
emblems of modernisation — tractors, airplanes and so 
forth. Women are represented with and without veils; 
young pioneers ride to school on a donkey. These images 
suggest a magical transformation in a picturesque envi- 
ronment rather than a desperately poor Muslim region 
being wrenched into the twentieth century (fig. 10). 
Several of them were reproduced in New Masses to 
accompany reports by Joshua Kunitz, who had also 
been on the trip.*’ 

The counterpart to this ecstatic vision of the UssR was 
an insistent emphasis on the poverty and humiliations 
of working-class life in the United States. During its 
first years New Masses alternated between a kind of 
fascination with the scale, pace and excitements of 
the American city and images of its exploitation, and 
decadence. In an early issue Gold likened America to a 


Louis Lozowick, On the Way to School, Tajikistan, 1932, lithograph, 7'/s x 9 ‘/sin., Smithsonian American Art 
+ of Adele Lozowick © 1932, Lee Lozowick. Illustrated in New Masses, 2 October 1934. 


private train rushing across the continent to Hollywood 
on ‘the slippery rails of History’. The parable ends with 
a Grosz-like vision of a train wreck that breaks open and 
eviscerates the decadent bodies of the passengers: ‘Life 
exploded like a bomb’.*! In 1930 he described New York 
as ‘Hell on the Hudson’, ‘a monstrosity born out of the 
capitalist system’, and asserted that: ‘One of the first acts 
of a workers revolution would be to decentralize New 
York. The city would inevitably sink to man-size under 
a co-operative social order.’ Yet he also confessed that 
like other New Yorkers he was fascinated by it ‘in the 
way a coke-fiend is drawn to his poison.’ As he wrote, 
riveters were ‘clattering next door on a new skyscraper’: 
‘It is the harsh cruel song of New York.’ Such literary 
images were the accompaniment of the urban visual 
imagery to which I referred earlier. The most telling cor- 
respondence with Gold’s vision of the city is in two 
lithographs by Lozowick illustrated later that year: Birth 
of a Skyscraper (fig. 11) and Construction. From the 
mid- to late 1920s, Lozowick had specialised in an 
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zowick, Birth of a Skyscraper, 1930, lithograph, 1235/4 x 
Art Museum, Gift of Adele Lozowick 
New Masses, September 1930 





imagery of the modern urban and industrial scene that 
looked pristine and was often unpeopled, an imagery 
that seems cognate with that of artists such as Demuth 
and Sheeler who had no left-wing commitments and 
who, in the case of Sheeler, was deeply involved with 
corporate advertising and the fashion world, However, 
as Virginia Marquardt has shown, under the influence of 
developments in Soviet painting and the thinking of 
American Communists such as Gold, he now added to 
his repertoire a type of scene in which the role of labour 
in making the urban world was dramatically pictured. 
Birth of a Skyscraper might stand for the view from 
Gold’s window, while Construction (an image of the 
excavations for New York’s subway) implies very liter- 
ally that all rests on labour.* 
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With the onset of the Depression, Machine Age 
imagery largely disappeared from New Masses, and 
most pictures in the magazine showed the working class 
abased from the effects of enforced unemployment and 
its accompaniments, cold and hunger. When labour was 
heroic, it was primarily in the figures of resistant strikers 
and marchers in cartoons. To at least one Soviet com- 
mentator, this imagery was misguided, a ‘passive 
registration of the facts of class “oppression”’, that 
amounted to ‘complete repudiation of the revolutionary 
class struggle’ and ‘an advocacy of passiveness and non- 
resistance’ (see fig. 12).** Although their responses were 
couched in different terms, this was also the effect 
imagery of the Depression had on many American 
critics, both inside and outside Party circles. 


es, April 


New Masses and the International 
Union of Revolutionary Writers 


At the end of 1930, New Masses and the John 
Reed Club sent a six-man delegation to the Second 
Conference of Revolutionary and Proletarian Writers at 
Kharkoy in the Ukraine, which was attended by repre- 
° The occa- 
sion was organised by the International Bureau of 


sentatives from twenty-two countries.” 


Revolutionary Literature (1BRL), set up at the first such 
conference in 1927 to act as a kind of literary interna- 
tional for the promotion of proletarian writing. At 
Kharkov the rrBL renamed itself the International Union 
of Revolutionary Writers (1uRW), and the John Reed 
Clubs subsequently affiliated with this body. 

The position pronounced by the rurw at Kharkov was 
that the proletarian revolution in the ussr had awak- 
ened ‘the class consciousness of the proletariat in bour- 
geois countries’, and this made possible the exportation 
of some Soviet cultural forms such as the worker corre- 
spondents movement and the Blue Blouses propaganda 
troupes, although inevitably a true proletarian culture 
could be built only after the bourgeois countries too 
had undergone successful revolutions. From 1931 to 
1935 the 1uRW sought to coordinate and foster an 
international proletarian culture partly through its 
journal Literature of the World Revolution (renamed 
International Literature in 1932), which reproduced 
paintings, graphics and sculptures, as well as printing 
stories, excerpts from novels, poems and critical writ- 
ings. The ‘International Chronicle’ section carried fre- 
quent reports on Communist cultural developments in 
the United States, mainly culled from the pages of the 
Daily Worker and New Masses.” 

The us delegation returned with a ten-point ‘Program 
of Action’ to improve the work of the magazine and the 
clubs. This pushed New Masses in two almost conflict- 
ing directions. On the one hand the emphasis on the 
‘strengthening of the theoretical aspects of our work’ led 
to a narrowing of those who could be included in its 
pages and to the exclusion of some independent leftists 
such as Eastman and Calverton. But the insistence that 
the activity of club and magazine be widened both by 
‘extending the proletarian base’ and winning over ‘radi- 
calized intellectuals’ led to a more conciliatory attitude 
to fellow-travellers, providing they did not criticise the 
Soviet Union. This stance surprised Gold and gave 
ammunition to those in the cultural movement who 
were opposed to what was described in Communist 
parlance as sectarianism and leftism.°” The formal sub- 
servience of New Masses to the 1urw was reflected in the 
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admonitory resolution on the work of the magazine 
which it received and printed in 1932. Some improve- 
ment, but still not good enough was the gist of this.” 
In fact A. Elistratova’s appraisal of the magazine in 
International Literature, on which the resolution was 
based, was even more damning, emphasising the limita- 
tions of the magazine’s theoretical work, and specifically 
criticising graphics by Bard (see fig. 9), Gellert, Gropper, 
Lozowick, Siporin (see fig. 12) and others in terms I 
quoted in the previous section. While the writers and 
artists singled out rejected these criticisms, no refutation 
was published." 

What the 1urw in Moscow evidently failed to realise 
was the deep divisions within the cultural movement 
and the lack of resources for sustained theoretical and 
critical work. The New Masses editors seemed incapable 
of working as a team, and the income of the magazine 
was so small that it was unable to pay contributors. By 
early 1931 it was again in crisis. After repeated personal 
attacks Gold withdrew from active editorial involve- 
ment, and Freeman, one of the Party’s most capable 
literary functionaries, was brought in to save the 
magazine. Freeman concluded that the Party needed to 
articulate a clear policy on cultural work and to put out 
a mouthpiece that could rival Calverton’s Modern 
Quarterly, which had became a monthly in 1932, and 
served as a forum for independent leftists such as 
Eastman, Hook and Lovestone, who used its pages to 
lambast both the Soviet Union and the cpusa. New 
Masses had sought to be a ‘proletarian magazine of 
creative art and literature’, but it needed to become ‘a 
more serious organ dealing with political theoretical, 
economic, and literary problems’ (sic), that would 
appeal to a readership outside Party circles.*’ An internal 
Party memorandum ‘Concerning the Reorganization of 
the Literary and Professional Sections of the Movement’, 
probably dating from 1933, argued that the character of 
New Masses as it stood made it unsuited to appeal to the 
growing number of ‘middle class fellow travellers’ drawn 
to the movement as the crisis of the Depression deepened, 
and whose interests and outlook were very different from 
those of the ‘proletarian or proletarianized writers and 
artists’. It could not effectively serve both constituencies. 
This statement partly reflected the tensions between the 
editorial group of the magazine and the New York John 
Reed Club who epitomised the latter category. By early 
1932 relations between the two were described as in 
‘crisis’, and they were resolved, in part, by giving the Club 
its own magazine in Partisan Review.” 

Freeman struggled to get out New Masses, he claimed 
‘practically alone’, for two years. In the summer of 1933 
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he was sent on a speaking tour to the Midwest and West 
Coast to revitalise the John Reed € lubs there, and from 
October to December no New Masses appeared. At 
the beginning of the following year it re-emerged as a 
weekly and thereby acquired more the character of a 
current affairs publication. This was not the ‘theoretical 
magazine’ Freeman had envisaged, and he was quickly 
dropped from the board, and moved over to Partisan 
Review, which was set up in early 1934.°° Those who 
favoured the transformation of New Masses wanted ‘the 
literary’ subordinated to ‘the political’ partly as a 
strategy to widen the readership, and the editors claimed 
that the circulation increased from 6,000 to 25,000 
between September 1933 and January 1935. Earl 
Browder described the changes as follows: ‘The New 
Masses . . . is no longer primarily a cultural organ. It is a 
political weekly with strong cultural interests...’ 
Directed primarily at the middle class, its objective was 
to forge links between them and the proletariat.* 

In effect, New Masses articulated the Party’s position 
on political issues (with which there could be no public 
disagreement), but continued to reflect the wide differ- 
ences of opinion among Communists and _fellow- 
travellers on cultural matters. As Browder put it, the 
Party aimed ‘to give political guidance directly to its 
members in all fields of work, including the arts’, 
but there was ‘no fixed “Party line” by which works of 
art can automatically be separated into sheeps and 
goats.” While this ‘guidance’ was sometimes rather 
heavy-handed (and became increasingly so after 1945) 
the General Secretary’s description of the situation is 
essentially accurate. 


The Rise and Fall of the John 
Reed Clubs 


The campaign to promote and organise proletarian art 
was grounded in a world of socialist cafeterias, coopera- 
tive apartments, holiday camps and workers’ clubs. To 
some extent it drew on pre-existing working-class cul- 
tural organisations that were as much ethnic as political 
in orientation, and which were mainly the heritage of 
the vibrant socialist culture of the pre-war days.” In 
September 1929 Gold printed ‘A Letter to Workers’ Art 
Groups’ in New Masses, inviting them to join a national 
league that would be affiliated with an international 
organisation for workers’ art.’ From the October 
issue responses began to appear from groups such as 
the Bronx Hungarian Workers’ Club, the Workers’ 
Laboratory Theatre of New York, the Spartacus Film 


League and Finnish Theatre groups in Wisconsin. Over 
the next two years a whole variety of other workers’ 
clubs and cultural organisations wrote in, including the 
Japanese Workers’ Camera Club, the Workers’ Dance 
Group, the New York Proletbuhne, the Lithuanian 
Federation of Proletarian Art and many more. It will be 
evident from their titles that many of these organisations 
were ethnically based, and many that were not had 
ethnic sections — as late as 1933, 70 per cent of the Party 
was foreign born. 

The setting up of the John Reed Club (jrc) in New 
York was announced in November 1929. Its genesis is 
obscure, but it certainly emerged from the New Masses 
group and was probably inspired by the revolutionary 
cultural organisations in the ussr and Germany. It was 
not a Communist Party club and Hugo Gellert described 
the ‘vast majority of its members’ as ‘only sympathisers’. 
In fact, like many other Communist initiated bodies it 
was run by a clandestine Party fraction. Membership 
was open to ‘[a]ny writer, artist and worker in any of the 
cultural fields, subscribing to the declaration of purposes 
and the ultimate triumph of the working class’. Having 
said this, new members had to be voted in by a two- 
thirds majority at a general meeting, and the club’s 
constitution allowed for disciplinary proceedings. The 
purposes of the club were described in its constitution as: 


to work within all cultural mediums for the inter- 
national revolutionary labor movement, 

to clarify and crystallize our own theories of art and 
their relation to the revolutionary labor movement, 

to struggle against all art and literature rooted in 
bourgeois ideology, 

to help further an international movement of revolu- 
tionary cultural workers, 


to serve as a protective and welfare organization for 
its members.” 


Within two months of starting, club members had 
arranged an art exhibition and organised a music school 
at the Workers’ Co-operative House in the Bronx, 
shown films at the club’s rooms, were training a 
workers’ ballet for the Lenin Memorial pageant, and lee- 
turing at the Workers’ School. On 28 December 1929, 
the jxc, together with Workers’ International Relief, put 
ona ‘big Red Art Night’ at the Labor Temple on Second 
Avenue and r4th Street, with proceeds to go to striking 
Illinois miners and ‘the Soviet tractor fund’. A preview 
of the programme promised the following: 


Red poets, novelists, playwrights, will read from their 
work; several critics will talk, there will be a new 
movie from Soviet Russia, a ballet of negro and white 


workers, a play by a group of Japanese proletarian 
artists, and satirical songs by Horace Gregory, illus- 
trated in the sentimental manner with lantern slides 
by Gropper. 





In May 1930, club members marched in the New York 
May Day parade and provided ‘cartoon-posters’ for 
other contingents; its press committee worked in 
support of International Labor Defense, putting on 
benefit entertainments at the club and at Camp 
Nitgedaiget, one of several workers’ summer camps. 
Members also cooperated with Proletpen, the Jewish 
Proletarian writers’ group, to put on a celebration at 
Carnegie Hall for the Yiddish comic writer Moshe Nadir 
that reportedly filled the hall to overflowing.” 

Descriptions of the ambience of the club generally 
refer to the rooms at 450 Sixth Avenue to which it 
moved in the autumn of 1932, or to those at 430 Sixth 
Avenue where it relocated in the following October. 
Malcolm Cowley has given us a vivid picture of the first 
of these: 


My first impression was of hot yellow light, noise, 
excitement, and clutter. Coats lay in heaps on kitchen 
chairs. Young men, mostly in cotton flannel shirts, 
stood arguing in groups, or leaned over chessboards, 
or sat in corners reading The New Masses. There were 
a few older men, a few negroes, but no women... If 
women had been there, they might have insisted on 
sweeping the floor, which was deep in dust and calico- 
spattered with cigarette stubs and scraps of paper. 
As I stood watching, still more young men came 
tramping up the stairs, some of them looking like 
Russian workers — or like Mike Gold - with caps 
perched back over shocks of hair. Many of them 
wore leather jackets. 


Cowley was reminded of the Café du Dome, the meeting 
place of Parisian literary society in the 1920s. ‘For men 
of a new generation, the John Reed Club had become 
“the place”’, and he emphasised that it was both a 
meeting place and a career route for the poor young 
writers of working-class origins coming to maturity in 
the Depression. William Phillips, who was for a time sec- 
retary to the club, has also stressed its social aspect, even 
claiming that it was reputed to have ‘the best dance floor 
in the city’. It evidently played a similar social role for 
artists, and Raphael Soyer recalled that it gave 
him the opportunity ‘to participate as an artist with 
other artists’ and offered ‘an outlet from my own 
self-involvement’. For Soyer, and doubtless for many 
others, it provided a political education. Cowley implies 
that the camaraderie of the club was essentially male, 
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and certainly men dominated its proceedings. However, 
Bernarda Bryson, who attended the club in 1934, 
has described Cowley’s description of ‘no women’ as 
‘incredible’, and insists that there were plenty of women 
members. Minutes of the executive ‘Buro’ from 1934 
do indicate that a number of women artists played an 
active role, including Sara Berman, Katherine Gridley 
and Anne Wolfe, but the club had no feminist agenda. 
Although many members of the club were Jewish, it was 
formed at a time when the foreign-language groups had 
been dissolved and the Party frowned on Yiddishkeyt. 
Indeed, the club opened in the same year that the Party 
approved Arab attacks on Jewish settlers in Palestine, 
with predictable effects on the standing of Communists 
in the Jewish community. Formally, at least, class sub- 
sumed all other identities.” 

The Workers’ Art initiative and the John Reed Club 
were conceived as part of an international movement, but 
the real impetus to bring the work of the American cul- 
tural movement more in line with that of other countries 
(and pre-eminently with that of Germany) came from the 
Kharkov Conference. One effect of the instruction to 
establish ‘closer contacts with revolutionary cultural 
organisations in other countries’ was that the work of 
JRC artists was shown at exhibitions in the ussR and 
some of it was purchased for Soviet museums. ”* Beyond 
this, the key injunctions of the ten point ‘Program of 
Action’ the us delegates brought back from Kharkov 
were: ‘3. The John Reed Club and the New Masses to 
take the initiative in organizing on a national scale a 
federation of all cultural groups in all languages’ and 
‘6. The strengthening of the contacts of the John Reed 
Club with its members outside of New York and the 
organization of branches wherever possible.’* 

It was in direct response to Point 3 that in June 1931 
the first convention of the newly founded Workers’ 
Cultural Federation of New York (wer) was held. 
This was attended by 265 delegates from 130 diverse 
organisations claiming to represent a membership of 
around 20,000. The objective of the wcr was to adopt 
the technical devices of ‘the entire cultural apparatus of 
capitalism’ — the press, libraries, movies, radio and so on 
= and use them to develop a mass proletarian culture. 
Such a culture already existed in some degree, but it was 
too ‘uncoordinated’ and was too much restricted to 
foreign-language workers in the large cities.’ Harvey 
Klehr seems to be correct in his observation that the wcr 
‘barely got off the ground’, and this was almost certainly 
because the projected organisation was over ambitious 
in conception, aiming to bring together too many differ- 
ent kinds of grouping. But having said this, as late as 
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July 1932 the John Reed Clubs were described as an 
‘integral part’ of the wcr, and an internal document 
advised them to consider their specific task as ‘the 
building of the wer in each district.” It is likely that 
the clubs, made up predominantly of fellow-travellers, 
could not undertake this kind of work, and the 1uRW 
simply underestimated the differences between the 
United States and Germany where the Party was much 
larger. To understand these limitations we may note the 
damning judgement on the John Reed Club membership 
of a Party document from early 1932, which claimed 
‘the majority’ were ‘neither intellectuals, nor workers 
nor professional revolutionists’ (sic), rather they were 
undisciplined ‘bohemians’ and ‘hangers on of the art 
world’, who consistently disrupted the clubs’ activities 
and should be expelled.” 

Efforts to strengthen contacts with clubs outside New 
York and establish others were somewhat more suc- 
cessful. However, to begin with the clubs seemed to 
have been organised on local initiative, and had no 
standard constitution.’ The Chicago club began at some 
point in late 1930, and by January of the following 
year had already formed a Blue Blouse Group, an 
International Orchestra and a Lecture Bureau, and was 
arranging a combined art exhibition with the New 
Masses artists. Clubs were formed in Detroit in April 
1931 and in Philadelphia in August of that year. By early 
1932 they had appeared in Boston and Cleveland and 
the Workers Cultural Council of Seattle was promising to 
set one up. A list prepared for the First Jkc National 
Conference on 28-9 May 1932 records delegates from 
New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Detroit, Chicago, San 
Francisco, Hollywood, Portland, Seattle, Baltimore, 
Washington, Carmel (California) and the Jack London 
Club of Newark. (There were also clubs in Cleveland and 
Pittsburgh, but these did not participate.) Altogether, 
these claimed to represent a combined membership of 
around 735. Some of the clubs, such as those of Carmel, 
Seattle, and Portland, had memberships of less than 20, 
but all the others for which numbers are given had 
between 50 (Chicago) and 160 members (New York).” 

The 1932 conference was held in the Lincoln Center 
Auditorium in Chicago. Oakley Johnson’s report for 
New Masses opens with a quotation from Gold that 
defines the ‘two main directives’ (my emphasis) given 
out at Kharkov as (1) ‘to create a proletarian literature’, 
and (2) to ‘bring in...those who are of the middle 
class’ into ‘every workers’ cultural group’. Around this 
second point there were marked divisions between some 
of the younger club members and older cadre such as 
Gold and Freeman. The conference sought to give 
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urgency to its appeal to the middle class (and also, 
doubtless, to draw on widespread anxieties) by passing a 
resolution against war that was effectively a condemna- 
tion of pacifism and a call for support of the ussr.*° But 
as well as making pronouncements on global issues, it 
also adopted a ‘General Program of Activities’ with 
quite specific directives as to how the clubs should make 
themselves ‘functioning center|s] of proletarian culture’, 
Particularly germane in this context are the directives 
to artists, who were instructed, among other things, to 
publish portfolios of drawings and lithographs, to 
arrange at least annual club exhibitions, to exhibit in 
both workers’ clubs and in bourgeois galleries ‘when- 
ever the opportunity presents itself to submit revolution- 
ary work’, to exchange exhibitions with other yrc clubs 
and organise travelling shows and to paint murals for 
workers’ club and organisation headquarters.*' Perhaps 
as a result, from 1932 there was a marked increase in the 
public presence of JRC artists. 

Again taking up on the Kharkov injunctions, the con- 
ference established a federal structure for the clubs, 
which were to be autonomous ‘within the general super- 
vision and direction’ given by a National Executive 
Board elected annually. The organisation was to be 
divided into four regional sections and to have a 
national office based in New York. Despite the provision 
for an annual conference none took place for more than 
two years, and delegates to a Midwestern conference in 
1933 complained that the National Board had failed to 
function properly. An internal party document described 
the situation as follows: 


Each local jrc functions locally, haphazardly, and 
independently. They aid the party in special cam- 
paigns. Some of them put out little mimeographed 
magazines that in reality fulfill no need.... At the 
best these branches are locally directed and comprised 
of a few dozen people. 


As for the National Committee, it ‘was organized in a 
platonic fashion. It never functioned and its present state 
has no prospect of functioning.’ This was because there 
was no financial base for the national office, which was 
unable to collect dues or find any other way of raising 
funds. 

The picture of the yrcs that emerges from Joseph 
Freeman’s correspondence during his 1933 organising 
trip is one of energy and enthusiasm, but also near 
chaos. On 7 August he reported from Chicago to 
Alexander Trachtenberg, the Party’s cultural commissar: 


There are various types of jrc’s [sic], unequal in com- 
position, in function, in development. The Chicago 


yxc holds in the midwest a position analogous to that 
of Ny in the east — a position of leadership. Its com- 
position is also very much the same... writers 
and artists, with the artists in the lead as the strongest 
and best organized group. The clubs outside Chicago 
— like the clubs outside New York — are primarily 
cultural groups rather than organizations of writers 
and artists. 


These other clubs ranged from that of Detroit, which 
had writers, artists, dance and theatre groups, to that of 
Kalamazoo, which did no cultural work at all and had 
just nominated a candidate for mayor. Freeman empha- 
sised the political and ideological confusion of the mem- 
bership, and the perceived failure of the Party to provide 
fundamental theoretical literature. As a result there 
was no real counter-influence to Modern Monthly, the 
Lovestoneite Workers Age and the Trotskyist Militant, 
which were read widely even by Party members. The 
artists Freeman spoke to seem to have felt that the 
Midwest conference had been far too dominated by 
organisational discussions, while key ideological ques- 
tions had been neglected. One Detroit painter delegate 
observed to him that he had learned many things - 
‘everything, in fact, EXCEPT HOW TO PAINT REVOLU- 
TIONARY PICTURES’. This, of course, was guidance that 
the Party was scarcely in a position to provide.** 

A new national secretariat was set up by members of 
the New York club in February 1934, and in April a 
monthly JRC Bulletin was initiated.** One of the secre- 
tariat’s members, Alan Calmer, wrote to Freeman in that 
month that none of the promises of the New York club 
— ‘money, office, etc.’ — had been fulfilled, and that ‘not 
more than about fifteen clubs’ were ‘functioning in any 
sort of way.’ In a letter of September he wrote bitterly 
that ‘the writers and artists leadership around here don’t 
give a fuck about the whole thing’ — the ‘thing’ in ques- 
tion being the second national conference, which was 
held in Chicago in September 1934. By this time both 
Freeman and Calmer had concluded that the problems 
of the clubs were insoluble because of the divisions 
between ‘skilled’ and ‘unskilled’ within them, and the 
conflicts between artists and writers, especially in the 
New York club. The answer seemed to be to organise 
craft-based groups that would be loosely united through 
a general cultural federation. This was in effect a pre- 
monition of what did happen.” 

Despite the upbeat tone in which New Masses 
reported the 1934 national conference, only forty-odd 
delegates attended (representing 1,200 members), and 
the number of clubs was not given. If a second surviving, 
list of clubs dates from this time, then they were still 
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active in Boston, Buffalo, Carmel (California), Chicago, 
Cleveland, Davenport (Ohio), Detroit, Grand Rapids, 
Hartford, Hollywood, Indianapolis, Kalamazoo, 
Lakewood (Ohio), Mena (Arkansas), Milwaukee, New 
Haven, New York, Oklahoma City, Philadelphia, Saint 
Louis, Santa Fe, Seattle and Youngstown. Certain ‘short- 
comings’ in the work of the clubs were acknowledged, 
including ‘narrowness, leftism’, ‘the degeneration of 
meetings into business meetings and factional argu- 
ments’ and the lack of broad national leadership. 
Undoubtedly, the most important speech at the confer- 
ence was that made by Alexander Trachtenberg who, 
speaking for the Party’s Central Committee, charged the 
yrc National Committee to organize a National Writers’ 
Congress within the next eight months: ‘In the light of a 
gathering of this magnitude, sectarian tendencies will 
vanish, and a basis will be formed for a higher type of 
writers’ organization, to be followed by a similar action 
uniting American artists.’ Effectively this meant the dis- 
solution of the clubs, although not all members may 
have immediately understood this, and some protested 
that the decision had been made without any consulta- 
tion with the membership.*° 

In January 1935 the ‘Call for an American Writers’ 
Congress’ appeared in New Masses above sixty-four sig- 
natures of writers and intellectuals, close to or in the 
Party. Those who attended the Congress, it was stressed, 
would come not as delegates but as individuals, each 
representing ‘his own personal allegiance’. Although the 
Congress would be the ‘voice of many thousands of 
intellectuals, and middle class people allied with the 
working class’, the differences between its structure and 
that of the John Reed Clubs indicate a real shift in objec- 
tives. The attempt to organise a mass-based proletarian 
culture had been abandoned. This is confirmed by the 
absence of any references to proletarian literature in the 
‘Call’. The Writers’ Congress was held in New York in 
April, and established the League of American Writers 
as an affiliate of the rurw, thereby nullifying the role of 
the yrcs for writers. By the end of 1934 the artists seem 
to have been running the New York club and making 
most use of its rooms. Although a Buro meeting on 17 
December noted that it was imperative for both groups 
to remain in the same organisation, in early 1935 the 
Artists’ Group began putting out its own monthly bul- 
letin. While the Artists’ Group continued to be active in 
1935, the ‘Call’ for an American Artists’ Congress that 
appeared in the ‘Revolutionary Art’ number of New 
Masses in October signalled its demise.*” 

It remains to consider here one last aspect of the work 
of the New York club, namely the John Reed Club 
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School of Art. There were well established precedents in 
art education directed at a proletarian constituency in 
the art classes of the New York Ferrer School and the 
Educational Alliance, the latter being described in 1930 
as ‘the nation’s most proletarian art school.’** From its 
first beginnings the club’s artists had conducted art 
classes at workers’ clubs, but in the autumn of 1931 a 
school was set up in the JRC rooms, which at that time 
consisted of sketch classes on three evenings a week. The 
‘General Program of Activities’ of the 1932 conference 
designated this ‘the national John Reed Club School of 
Art’, and called on Artists’ Groups elsewhere to set up 
their own schools. An advertisement for the school in 
1933 appealed to potential students: ‘Learn to depict the 
exciting events of present day life with the tutelage of 
well-known artists.” When the club moved to 430 Sixth 
Avenue in October of that year, the school was re- 
organised and given a floor to itself over the other 
rooms. Classes were added in drawing, painting, sculp- 
ture, political cartoon, lithography, poster and fresco. 
There were also classes for children. In October 1934, 
the School became a full-time institution with a cur- 
riculum of morning, afternoon, evening and week-end 
classes. Enrolment increased so much that the club 
rooms were no longer adequate, and one year later it 
moved to 131 West 14th Street, where it had the top 
three floors of a five-storey building. The top two floors 
were studios while the lower one comprised the office, 
lecture hall and gallery. Enrolment was 395 in 1935. In 
addition to the studio courses, in early 1933 the school 
began a series of monthly lectures, to which Jerome 


Klein, Lozowick, Lewis Mumford and Meyer Schapiro 
contributed among a virtual roll call of Communist 
artists and critics. Fees were low and the school was 
run largely by volunteer staff. In both 1933-4 and 
1935-6 it operated at a small loss. Despite the confident 
tone of its publicity, the school was not without prob- 
lems, and a 1935 report on its workings by Anton 
Refregier complained of the low level of political devel- 
opment in the students and called for the organisation of 
a Party fraction among them.”” However, unlike the jrc 
itself, the School of Art survived the changeover to the 
People’s Front and, reconstituted as the American Artists 
School, it remained an important centre for Communist 
artists and their allies until 1941. 

From what has been said above, it will be clear that 
any notion of the John Reed Clubs as a tightly organised 
sectarian grouping collapses in the face of the evidence 
of internal documents and the correspondence of those 
who tried to lead them. Rather, the clubs made up a 
loose federation of diverse bodies on which Party 
workers such as Freeman and Calmer struggled to 
impose some kind of common direction. In the circum- 
stances there was no chance that ‘artistic creation’ 
would be ‘systemized, organized, “collectivized,” and 
carried out according to the plans of a central staff like 
any other soldierly work’ as Eastman claimed in Artists 
in Uniform.” In fact, writers and artists were largely left 
to try to work out their own paths to revolutionary 
art. I am not suggesting that the leaders of the cultural 
fraction saw this as a desirable state of affairs, merely 
that they did not have the resources to change it. 











2 Defining Revolutionary Art: 
Cultural Criticism in the Third Period 





This chapter analyses the models of revolutionary art 
current in the Third Period, drawing mainly on New 
Ma. and Art Front, the magazine of the Artists’ 
Union of New York. To simplify somewhat, these maga- 
zines represent respectively the standpoints of the 
‘proletarian and proletarianized’ artists and the artist 
fellow-travellers. 





Lessons of Soviet Culture 


Given the status of the ussr as ‘the hope of the world’, 
where the atmosphere was as inspirational as that of 
Pericles’ Athens,’ the example of Soviet culture was 
obviously crucial. But the lessons to be drawn from it 
were far from simple, and were inevitably confused by 
distance and false preconceptions. In 1930 Freeman, 
Kunitz and Lozowick published a substantial illustrated 
account of the Soviet arts with the title Voices of 
October. Perhaps with some uneasy awareness that the 
contemporary maelstrom in the ussR was rendering the 
perceptions he had formed in 1926-7 already obsolete, 
Freeman observed in the first chapter: ‘Soviet life 
changes rapidly; what is true today may no longer be 
true tomorrow. Where social life is so consciously and 
ruthlessly directed by the organized working class, 
decades may be leaped over in a year.’ Voices of October 
covered developments up to the New Economic Policy, 
and first reports of the Five Year Plan indicated ‘that a 
new period of development in Soviet life has opened, to 
be followed, it may be assumed, by a new turn in Soviet 
art and literature.”* Indeed! 

The chapter on ‘Soviet Painting and Architecture’ by 
Lozowick is notably brief, giving short accounts of 
how Futurism and Constructivism (in effect parts of 
Lozowick’s own past) were superseded, and describing, 
the realist-oriented akhrr (Association of Artists of 
Revolutionary Russia) as ‘the most imposing’ tendency 
of the decade. In fact, this was already an outdated or at 


best simplified view. As a result of the Cultural Revolu- 
tion, by 1930 AKhRR was embattled and in crisis, and in 
1928 it had changed its name to akhr (Association 
of Artists of the Revolution).’ The reporting of these 
competing artistic and literary tendencies was sagely 
non-judgemental. Freeman stressed in his introduction 
that the aim of the book was ‘neither to praise nor to 
condemn’, ‘not so much to interpret Soviet Russia as to 
let Soviet Russia interpret itself.’ But this was certainly a 
naive hope in the context, and such non-partisan inten- 
tions could not prevent the book from becoming almost 
immediately problematic. This was a fate that would in 
any case have been ensured by its too favourable refer- 
ences to Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution.* 

After the landmark April Decree of 1932, ‘On the 
Reconstruction of Literary and Radical Organizations’, 
all the competing artistic groupings in the ussR were dis- 
solved. Having said this, the decree did not end debate 
or lead to the straightforward resolution of a single 
Socialist Realist aesthetic. Indeed, the period from the 
beginning of 1931 to the end of 1935 has been described 
as one of relative liberalism in Soviet literary culture, 
and the continuing struggle to define a socialist aesthetic 
reverberated in confused echoes in the American move- 
ment.’ To some extent these developments could be 
followed through the pages of International Literature, 
and the 1urw also dispatched mimeographed documents 
to brief the leaders of its American affiliate. The signifi- 
cance of the April Decree and the end of Rapp received 
particular attention, partly because these events were 
cited by critics of the ussR such as Max Eastman as the 
culmination of a process by which ‘every manifestation 
of strong and genuine creative volition, every upthrust 
of artistic manhood, in the Soviet Union, has been 
silenced, or banished, or stamped out, or whipped into 
line among the conscripted propaganda writers in the 
service of the political machine.’® Eastman’s article 
‘Artists in Uniform’ in the Modern Monthly of August 
1933 prompted a two-part rebuttal from Kunitz in New 
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Masses explaining that the dissolution of artistic group- 
ings, like the discrediting of the Constructivists and the 
LEF group, was the effect of popular forces not a bureau- 
cratic imposition. The implications of the April Decree 
and of Socialist Realism for the visual arts were 
addressed by Lozowick ina series of lectures at the John 
Reed Club Art School in 1934.” 

In the context, the Soviet Writers’ Congress of 1934 
could not but be the object of considerable interest. 
Initially New Masses printed a two-part report by 
Moissaye J. Olgin, editor of the Morning Freiheit, 
describing the Congress as a joyous pageant in which 
delegations from the Young Pioneers, the Red Army and 
workers’ shock brigades all enthusiastically partici- 
pated.* Excerpts from the Congress speeches appeared in 
both New Masses and Partisan Review in 1934-5, and 
in the run-up to the American Writers’ Congress of 1935 
(an event that inaugurated Popular Front cultural strat- 
egy in the United States) New Masses published a 
further first-hand account by the poet Robert Gessner, 
which emphasised the intensity of debate and differences 
between some of the speakers. Gessner hailed the demise 
of Rapp, described misleadingly as ‘a bureaucratic orga- 
nization which had arbitrarily ruled out all fellow- 
travellers’, and claimed that its departure made possible 
the ‘vigor and freedom of self-criticism’ at the congress. 
The challenge for American writers was to adapt the 
vision of ‘socialist realism’ to American circumstances.” 
No surprise then that when International Publishers 
issued a major anthology of Proletarian Literature in the 
United States in 1935, Olgin hailed it in the Daily 
Worker as exemplifying just that.'° It is easy to be 
cynical about the 1934 Writers’ Congress because of 
what it led to, and to see the responses of Olgin and 
Gessner as naive. But students of Soviet literature have 
emphasised the scale of the occasion, the disparate 
nature of the speeches and the widespread hope that ‘a 
genuinely new and great literature’ was imminent. After 
the austerities of Proletarian Literature, it seemed to 
mark a turn to a broader and more complex notion of 
literary and artistic quality, in the USA as in the ussr.'! 

Soviet developments in the visual arts were not fol- 
lowed as closely as those in literature. Indeed, art 
reviews were not a regular feature in New Masses before 
the latter part of 1934, and until then they were largely 
confined to the activities of the John Reed Clubs and 
written mainly by artists themselves, except for occa- 
sional reviews by left-wing intellectuals such as Meyer 
Schapiro and Mark Graubard (a biologist at Columbia 
University). From late 1934 to the end of 1935, the John 
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Reed Club artist Stephen Alexander provided the first 
frequent ‘Art’ column, a development that may reflect 
the increasingly public profile of left-wing artists as a 
result of the club’s exhibitions and the activities of the 
Artists Union.” 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s one could find more 
information about Soviet art in the mainstream art mag- 
azines than in New Masses,'* and even the exhibitions 
of Soviet art in the United States in 1924, 1929 and 
1934-6 received surprisingly little attention in the 
Communist press. The first two of these were shown at 
a gallery in Grand Central Station in New York and 
were sponsored by Amtorg, the Soviet trading cor- 
poration. According to the Daily Worker, the 1929 
exhibition was attended by ‘over 150,000 workers’ (my 
emphasis) and $125,000 worth of goods were sold, 
mainly craft items. However, despite the presence of 140 
paintings, 101 graphic works and 37 sculptures, the 
display prompted only a brief notice in New Masses.'* 
While it aimed to be comprehensive and included mod- 
ernist works by Altman, El Lissitsky and Tatlin, the cat- 
alogue introduction emphasised the importance of AKhR 
and a foreword by Christian Brinton applauded the 
small presence of ‘Cezannism’ (sic), ‘the bane of the art 
world’, and of ‘the blighting abstractions of cubism’. 
The 1934-6 exhibition, which was organised by the 
Pennsylvania Museum of Art, the College Art Associa- 
tion and the American Russian Institute for Cultural 
Relations with the Soviet Union, was a travelling show 
comprising 60 paintings and 163 graphics. The cat- 
alogue essay, again by Brinton, virtually reproduced 
current Soviet ideology, claiming that Soviet painting 
represented a continuation of an established tradition of 
‘Slavic realism’ originating in the nineteenth century. 
Unlike that of 1929, the exhibition contained no mod- 
ernist works, and Brinton asserted that by 1924 ‘mod- 
ernism as such was a dead issue in the ussr’.'* 

Lozowick’s commentary on the exhibition was, as he 
put it, ‘a note’ rather than a review, in which he sought 
to explain the absence of modernist works with refer- 
ence to the history of Soviet arts policy, giving consider- 
able attention to akhr and the factional struggles of the 
late 1920s. Modernism had not been ‘legislated out of 
existence’, rather it had failed to strike roots in ‘the 
broad masses of the workers’. The April Decree ended a 
period of unhealthy factionalism, and Socialist Realism 
was not promulgated by administrative fiat, but came as 
‘a logical development from wide discussion in response 
to an immediate social need; and it is by no means uni- 
versally accepted.’ Lozowick emphasised the economic 
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security and public status of Soviet artists, their sense of 
social responsibility, and the widespread ‘growth of 
creativity’ among ‘workers of farm and _factory’.'® 
However, whether or not such conditions existed in the 
ussr, they did not exist in the United States and there 
are few indications that the Soviet model was seen as 
appropriate for the American context. Indeed, in 
November 1935 the cartoonist and printmaker Russell 
Limbach wrote in New Masses that the ‘American artist 
has nothing to learn from his comrades in the UssR in 
the field of the graphic arts’, and likened Soviet paintings 
to illustrations in the Saturday Evening Post."” 


Mexican Revolutionary Art 


By contrast, the art of the Mexican Mural Renaissance 
was extensively discussed and held up in some respects as 
exemplary.'* This was partly to do with its sheer proxim- 
ity and topicality. Many American artists visited Mexico 
in the 1920s and 1930s, attracted by its broader 
culture as well as by its contribution to modern art."” 
Further, the presence of the three main muralists in the 
United States in the 1930s, and the controversies their 
work there provoked, made their achievement both a 
challenge and a standard. This was especially the case 
with leftists, for whom the mural seemed almost the 
necessary form for a revolutionary popular art. But 
responses to Orozco, Rivera and Siqueiros were rendered 
complex by manifest differences between them, particu- 
larly in their relations with the Communist movement. 
Initially New Masses’s response to Rivera was lauda- 
tory. Dos Passos centred a 1927 report on the muralists 
around a contrast between the art of the New York gal- 
leries, full of ‘little pictures’, ‘stuff a man’s afraid to be 
looking at’, ‘a few private sensations and experiments 
framed and exhibited’; and ‘a challenge shouted in the 
face of the rest of the world’. Rivera’s murals in the 
Secretariat of Education were ‘passionate hieroglyphics 
of every phase of the revolution’.”” Two years later the 
magazine printed a poetic tribute to the artist that 
claimed he painted ‘the living principle’ of the ‘mighty 
word... REVOLUTION!””! But such views were soon to 
become untenable, for in 1929 Rivera was expelled from 
the Mexican Communist Party and at Kharkov he was 
condemned for ‘advocating a right-wing program.’” His 
sins were compounded by his willingness to work for 
American capitalist patrons and his association with 
both Trotskyism and the Lovestoneite Communist Party 
Majority Opposition, for which he made a sequence of 


mural paintings on American history to decorate the 
New Workers School in New York in 1933.’ In addition 
he published statements in the Modern Quarterly of the 
renegade Calverton that articulated an independent 
theory of revolutionary art, and criticised contemporary 
Soviet art elsewhere as dominated by academic painters 
who were ‘intellectual lackeys of Sir Joseph Stalin’. 

To begin with, however, Rivera seems to have sought 
friendly relations with American Communist artists, and 
he agreed to address a public meeting under the auspices 
of the John Reed Club on x January 1932. If the club’s 
leadership had expected Rivera to make a mea culpa 
they were evidently disappointed. His speech, translated 
from the French by Lozowick, who also chaired the 
meeting, was violently heckled by the Daily Worker 
editors William Dunne and Harrison George among 
others. According to one report, Frida Kahlo — the 
artist’s ‘petite but peppery little wife’ — almost got into a 
fist fight with the hecklers before Lozowick could restore 
order.*> The following month, a four-page appraisal 
of Rivera’s work by ‘Robert Evans’ appeared in New 
Masses. In actuality this was written by Freeman, who 
had been Tass correspondent in Mexico in 1929, and 
whose first wife, lone Robinson, worked as an assistant 
on the National Palace murals. Freeman’s article was not 
dismissive but it argued that the qualities in Rivera’s 
better work derived from the energies of the Mexican 
Revolution rather than from any special personal capac- 
ity: ‘The stupendous frescoes in the Secretariat live with 
the power of the Mexican masses’ — yet at the same time 
they are ‘vast caricatures’ that are ‘intellectual, remote, 
and devoid of feeling’. However, as Rivera aligned 
himself with ‘the bankruptcy of petit bourgeois agrari- 
anism’ and began to sell his talents to ‘Chicago and 
California millionaires’ his work had gone into decline. 
‘Cut off from the revolutionary workers and peasants’, 
he could only ‘regain the motive power of his art’ by 
returning to the Communist fold.*° 

Perhaps as a result of some genuine confusion, 
Freeman accused Rivera of making changes to his 
National Palace mural to accommodate his governmen- 
tal patrons, changes he had not in fact made. It was thus 
easy for Rivera to discredit the charge by reproducing 
the relevant portion of the mural together with the pre- 
liminary sketch in the Lovestoneite Workers Age.”’ But 
Freeman’s article also represented the larger failings of a 
proletarian ontology, according to which healthy art 
only arose from contact with the masses, and the sole 
route to that necessary source was through the Com- 
munist movement. The upshot of this was that Rivera’s 
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Detroit Industry murals of 1932-3, arguably the great 
est socialist art of the period in the Western hemisphere 
outside Mexico, were passed over virtually in silence in 
the Communist press. Predictably, in the latter half of 
the decade Rivera’s work was interpreted most sympa- 
thetically by independent leftists such as Meyer Schapiro 
and the Lovestoneite Bertram Wolfe, who became his 
biographer.** The Party’s phobia of Trotskyism, which 
was essentially an insensible reflex of struggles in the 
USSR, meant that it was unable to offer any measured 
appraisal of the most controversial political artist of 
the time, and the confusions the situation caused are 
illustrated by the fact that at the same time as it 
ostracised the artist, the John Reed Club organised 
meetings and picketing to protest against the destruction 
of his Rockefeller Center Mural.” 

If artistic role models were to be gauged in terms of 
ostensive commitment to Party discipline, then the 
Mexican artist most worthy of emulation was Siqueiros. 
In a long article, presumably occasioned by the artist’s 
arrival in New York in 1934 and his exhibition at 
Alma Reed’s Delphic Studios in mid-March of that 
year, Freeman’s second wife, Charmion von Wiegand, 
stressed that for Siqueiros art was only ‘one form of rev- 
olutionary agitation’ among others, and that his com- 
mitment to the revolutionary movement was constant.*” 
That May New Masses published a long attack on 
Rivera by Siqueiros, which charged him with being a 
‘Saboteur of ... Collective Work’, ‘An Agent of the 
Government’ and an ‘Aesthete of Imperialism’ among 
other things. The Detroit Industry murals were ‘ideolog- 
ically obscure’ works in an ‘opportunistic technique’, 
effectively determined by their patron.*' Siqueiros’s own 
technical experiments were described with considerable 
sympathy by von Wiegand, who argued that ‘[m]ore 
than any of the Mexican painters, perhaps Siqueiros has 
managed to fuse the revolutionary content and form in 
his art’, and contrasted his work with the ‘painfully aca- 
demic’ technique of ‘many Soviet painters’.** However, 
Siqueiros insisted upon being judged on his outdoor 
murals, and the three he had executed in the United 
States in 1932 were all in California and were repre- 
sented at the Delphic Studios show only by pho- 
tographs. For yon Wiegand, one picture alone in the 
exhibition ‘gave some indication of the artist’s powers in 
this direction’, and that was the Proletarian Victim 
(Museum of Modern Art, New York), in fact an image 
of a woman martyr of the Chinese Revolution painted in 
Duco enamel on burlap. Further, although his theories 
were ‘highly suggestive’ and might ‘possibly mark a 
turning point in art’, she complained of a ‘romanticism’ 
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and ‘a certain lack of discipline’ in his approach that 
needed to be curbed. An artist with such an intransigent 
approach to easel painting and bourgeois patronage 
offered a difficult model. And intransigence in such 
things became distinctly unfashionable during the 
Popular Front.”’ 

Ironically, it was Orozco, the most politically 
equivocal and pessimistic of the muralists who offered 
the least problematic exemplar. The strength of his 
appeal may have been partly to do with the sheer impact 
and accessibility of his work — the murals at the New 
School of Social Research (1930-31) and Dartmouth 
College (1932-4) and the publications of his prints. 
Further, Orozco was understood as a ‘modern’ — but a 
modern who produced a monumental didactic art.” 
Despite the pessimism of his work, he was also an ally, 
showing at John Reed Club exhibitions in 1933-4 and 
making occasional contributions to New Masses. Anita 
Brenner’s 1933 article on Orozco for the magazine 
described him as ‘wholly a revolutionary’ in that ‘all the 
forces of his nature set him squarely against the status 
quo’, while at the same time acknowledging that he 
saw himself as a free agent who was not committed to 
either side of the struggle. When von Wiegand reviewed 
the Dartmouth frescoes two years later, she described 
the artist’s viewpoint as ‘humanitarian’ and ‘semi- 
anarchist’. The murals were critical of ‘bourgeois 
civilization’ without showing any way for the working 
class to move beyond it. But this, she reasoned, was an 
effect of the ‘frozen ivory tower’ where they were 
located. Orozco had been ‘unconsciously’ influenced by 
the environment and as a result his frescoes were ‘icono- 
clastic rather than revolutionary’. None the less, it was 
‘no exaggeration to say that. . . in regard to color, com- 
position, organic relation to architecture, and grandeur 
of concept’, they ‘surpass by far any other frescoes in 
this country.’ In the issue of 19 November 1935, Stephen 
Alexander described Orozco as ‘the greatest artist of 
our time in the Western hemisphere’, contrasting him 
with that ‘cheaply opportunistic business man’ Rivera. 
Orozco, it seemed, appealed because his work looked so 
angry and uncompromising. Alexander dwelt at some 
length on the ambiguities of meaning in Orozco’s works 
but found the violence of their style in itself revolution- 
ary. This was an interesting perception — something like 
a valorisation of Orozco in terms of an ostronanie effect. 
For von Wiegand too, Orozco’s form was infused 
with ‘the directive energy of struggle’, whereas Rivera’s 
approach was essentially decorative and static. As I shall 
show, these evaluative judgements tie in with a whole 
current in Communist art criticism of the mid-1930s.*° 
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Proletarian Artists versus 100 per cent 
Americanism: Art Criticism in 
New Masses up to 1935 


Part of my argument in this chapter is that the Cultural 
Revolution in the ussr, and the reaction against it, had 
considerable repercussions in the American Communist 
movement. The enforced collectivisation of agriculture 
and the First Five Year Plan involved some return to the 
spirit of the Civil War years - a formative period for 
many among the Soviet leadership cadre — and one 
feature of the phase around 1930 was a use of military- 
style slogans reminiscent of that time. In the United 
States 
Cla 
was widely invoked in the aftermath of the Kharkov 


a comparable slogan ‘Art is a Weapon in the 
ruggle!’ (often abbreviated to ‘Art is a Weapon!’) 








Conference.** It is a slogan that seems essentially 
congruent with Gold’s model of proletarian literature 
as a functional literature, propagandistic by virtue of 
its simple truth to facts. Unsurprisingly, there was a 
similar emphasis on use in the art criticism of New 
Masses in the Third Period, which continued after the 
demise of RApp and the cognate artist bodies associated 





with it. 

As James Murphy has shown, the position of Com- 
munist literary critics on modernism was far more 
nuanced than has been generally acknowledged. Gold, 
for instance, praised transition in 1928 for being full of 
‘a furious anarchistic spirit’ and a sort of ‘desperate 
honesty that seems pathological in a world built on 
lies.”°’ However, we have also seen that all kinds of aes- 
theticism were suspect from the proletarian perspective, 
and there was a persistent tendency to view the use 
of modernist formal devices as signifying an evasion 
of reality symptomatic of bourgeois degeneracy. This 
caused problems for a sophisticated and cosmopolitan 
artist such as Lozowick, whose graphic imagery, while 
readily legible, sought to articulate a politicised vision 
through stylistic devices that were associated with an 
aestheticised fantasy of the Machine Age (fig. 13). In 
February 1929 Lozowick had an exchange in New 
Masses as to whether or not ‘Machine Art’ was bour- 
geois, and the following year a letter from one Vern 
Jessup praised the cartoons in New Masses but 
complained: 


Too often our artists go ‘arty.’ Take Lozowick: an 
almost perfect technician, his drawings have a neutral 
static quality about them. In the New Masses they’re 
proletarian art. What do you call them when they 
appear in the bourgeois business magazines as they 
do? 





13 Louis Lozowick, Tanks, #2 (Steel Plant), 1929, lithograph, 
14°/s x gin., Smithsonian American Art Museum, Museum Pur- 
chase. Illustrated in New Masses, February 1932, as Industrial 
Scenery — New Jersey. 


Replying, Lozowick took the opportunity to make a 
general statement about revolutionary art. Firstly, he 
pointed out that working in a capitalist society it was 
impossible for the artist not to be involved in capitalist 
institutions: ‘since art embodies an ideology, the diffi- 
culty is how far the artist can travel without com- 
promizing his revolutionary convictions.’ Secondly, he 
asked whether the weapon of caricature was to be the 
only aspect of revolutionary art, or whether the artist 
should strive to make ‘a lasting contribution . . . to what 
is now perhaps vaguely called proletarian culture?’ ‘To 
ask the question is to answer it’, he concluded.** Of 
course it did providing one could register some notion of 
aesthetic quality distinct from immediate political utility. 


I ‘Revolutionary Art’; The CpusA and the Arts in the ‘Third Period’ 


Jessup’s criticism anticipated in more down-to-earth 
terms the viewpoint of the 1uRWw ‘Resolution on the 
Work of New Masses for 1931’, which observed: 


Very often, in the drawings published in the magazine, 
we find revolutionary content sacrificed for esthetic 
innovations and experiments in form together with 
a fetishistic approach to capitalistic technique and 
its underestimation of the consciousness and mili- 
tancy of the revolutionary movement with corre- 
sponding overestimation of the might of American 
capitalism .. . 


The suspicion that this was directed against Lozowick is 
confirmed by the manuscript version among the artist’s 
papers in which the accusations are tied to names.°” 
Virginia Marquardt has argued convincingly that such 
criticisms affected both Lozowick’s statements and his 
work, so that the artist himself began to enunciate a 
stern critique of modernism, at the same time as he 
argued for a ‘synthetic style’ of revolutionary art that 
‘profited by the experiments of the last twenty-five 
years’.*° Yet despite his wide knowledge and longstand- 
ing commitment to the Communist cause, Lozowick 
did not become the model proletarian artist — in part 
because he was too cosmopolitan, too much the intel- 
lectual. The artists who played this role in Stephen 
Alexander’s New Masses art column of 1934-5 had a 
narrower formation. To explain this it is necessary to 
sketch the larger configurations and dynamics of the 
American art scene as Alexander saw it. 

In his first review for the magazine, Alexander set out 
the historical situation as follows. The Armory Show 
had initiated a struggle between ‘the Academy’ and ‘the 
Moderns’ in American art, in which the latter were ulti- 
mately successful, so that in the years 1928-32 mod- 
ernist art had become a popular investment among 
the rich bourgeoisie who wanted ‘a quick veneer of 
“culture” ’. (The reader should note here that the cate- 
gory of modernism was more expansive in the early 
19308 than in current usage, and for some critics encom- 
passed artists such as Hopper and Burchfield.) Alexan- 
der judged that this process had brought a ‘new vitality’ 
into American art. But recently there had emerged a new 
nationalist concern with identifying native traditions 
which he particularly associated with Holger Cahill and 
Thomas Craven: “Today this national chauvinism, 100- 
percentism, is strongly entrenched and gaining rapidly.’ 
Alexander had certainly identified a real trend, repre- 
sented by Cahill’s American Folk Art exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Art in 1932-3, and articles in the 
influential Magazine of Art — although he did not 
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observe its relationship with the American modernist 
discourse of the 1920s, and ignored important differ- 
ences between Cahill and the vulgarly nationalistic 
Craven. To understand his reaction, it must be remem- 
bered that in 1934 the Communist Party still viewed the 
New Deal as incipiently fascistic and all forms of nation- 
alism were scen as cognate with fascist ideology. For 
Alexander the deepening economic crisis had driven the 
capitalist class to try and bolster ‘its cracking economic 
foundations’ by ‘frantic patrioteering in the cultural 
field.”*! 

In this world of simple polarities, another force had 
emerged (dialectically) in a grouping of artists ‘united in 
their desire to use their art to serve the ends of [the] new 
revolutionary class coming to power’ — actually the 
artists of the John Reed Club. Although they varied in 
their ‘technical equipment’, they had a common aim that 
was far more profound than formal differences such as 
those that separated moderns from academics: ‘The ide- 
ological content, the subject, the social implications, the 
emotional impact... all these are for us important 
factors, along with “formal” or technical considera- 
tions, in the sum total evaluation of a painting, drawing, 
or sculpture’ (emphasis in the original). None of these 
artists was concerned primarily with ‘decoration’ or 
technical display. Expanding on this theme in a later 
review, Alexander asserted that ‘We believe that an art 
which raises the revolutionary consciousness of the 
masses, which gives fine plastic and graphic expression to 
the class struggle . . . is the most useful kind of art for our 
purposes, hence for us the “highest” form of art.’ From 
this perspective, abstract painting, premissed on a denial 
of the ‘validity of the “subject” ’ was simply sterile. 

The nativist ‘too percentism’ that Alexander saw as 
the latest trend in American bourgeois culture was repre- 
sented in painting by Thomas Hart Benton and Grant 
Wood. Benton he characterised (aptly) as ‘a shrewd 
politician’, who knew how to play the ‘“native son” 
business for all it’s worth’, and while he acknowledged 
his capacity to ‘organize a picture’ he found his art ‘basi- 
cally tabloid’ in character. Benton’s imagery of America 
suggested that ‘AMERICAN LIFE HAS NO MEANING... 
DON’T TRY TO FIGURE IT OUT’, and Alexander equated 
it to Huey Long’s populism. His historical murals such as 
The Cultural and Industrial History of the State of 
Indiana (fig. 14) were a falsification, that offered ‘school 
book versions of history’.*’ Grant Wood, too, had 
‘shrewdly taken advantage of the rising tide of national 
chauvinism’. Alexander again acknowledged the artist’s 
technical accomplishment, and found that his work 
‘comes closer than that of any other to being a popular 
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art’ because of its conservative style (fig. 15), at the same 
time pointing to the essentially synthetic character of 
Wood’s Americanism. Wood knew how to ‘“play 
dumb” ’, but his ‘truth and authenticity’ were put on to 
please rich patrons, and he deliberately ignored the real 
truths of his native lowa: ‘farm foreclosures, milk strikes, 
pitched battles between farmers and state troopers, sher- 
ifs’ sales, etc.’ Considering the hokey folksy image of 
Wood that the Ferargil Galleries projected in the cata- 
logue to its 1935 show of the artist’s work, Alexander’s 
response was acute enough. And it is also worth noting 
that Wood’s corn-pone pose and sales pitch irritated 
critics in the liberal Magazine of Art.“ At a visual level, 
New Masses offered a critique of the Regionalist vision 
by illustrating a very different vision of the American 
Scene, represented notably in Eugene Morley’s powerful 
lithograph Hard Coal Landscape (fig. 17), in which the 


14 Thomas Hart Benton, 
The Cultural and Industrial 
History of the State of 
Indiana: Panel X — Parks, the 
Circus, the Klan, the Press, 
1933, egg tempera on Canvas, 
12 x 9 ft, Indiana University 
Art Museum, Bloomington. 
© T. H. Benton and R. P. 
Benton Testamentary 
Trust/Licensed by vaca, New 
York, N.Y. 


bones of a miner mingle with the debris of a pit cave-in in 
the foreground of a desolate industrial view. 

To these false visions of American life and history, 
Alexander counterposed the truths painted by proletar- 
ian artists such as Jacob Burck and Joe Jones. Burck 
(1907-82) was born in Poland, but grew up in Cleveland 
where he worked at various odd jobs and attended the 
School of Art. In 1924 he moved to New York on a 
scholarship from the Citizens’ Culture Committee and 
studied with Albert Sterner and Boardman Robinson. He 
entered the revolutionary movement in 1926 and began 
drawing for the Daily Worker in the following year, 
becoming staff cartoonist in 1929. His cartoons were a 
regular feature in the annual volumes of Red Cartoons 
that the Daily Worker printed from 1926 to 1930, and 
in 1935 the paper published a 248-page selection of 
his work under the title Hunger and Revolt (fig. 16), 
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which had an introduction by Henri Barbusse and 
section introductions by Communist luminaries such as 
Langston Hughes and John Strachey.** Unfortunately, I 
have been unable to locate any of his early paintings, but 
to judge from photographs they used simplified human 
forms to represent a directly emotive subject matter 
of popular resistance and socialist construction. Both 
Death of a Communist (fig. 18, exhibited at the Society 
of Independent Artists show in 1932) and The New 
Deal use upturned compositions with strong diagonals 
and close-up viewpoints that put the spectator almost in 
the picture. The simple block-like forms of strikers and 
soldiers in the latter suggest a familiarity with Cubist 
spatial constructions which correlates with Burck’s 
assertion that the revolutionary artist could not ignore 
‘plastic discoveries produced by bourgeois art’."® Like 
other Communist artists such as Phil Bard, Hugo Gellert 
and Anton Refregier, Burck seems to have regarded 
mural painting as the key form of public art at this time. 
The medium was topical, partly because of the prestige 
of Rivera, whose retrospective at the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA) in 1931-2 had attracted a record 
number of visitors,” and debates around mural decora- 


tions in corporate buildings such as the Rockefeller 
Center and the Kaufmann Store in Pittsburgh. In 1932 
MoMA opened its new building on West 53rd Street with 
a show of mural painting, from which cartoons by 
Gellert and Gropper were almost excluded because of 
their unflattering portrayals of Andrew Mellon, J. P. 
Morgan, J. D. Rockefeller and other multi-millionaires 
as gangster types, dependent on troops, cops and hired 
thugs to protect their loot.* 

Such artists were concerned to counter what Alexan- 
der called the perversion of the ‘public character of the 
mural’ by the capitalist class. In 1935 Burck and Edward 
Laning showed together two groups of murals in the 
gallery of the Art Students League. The theme of 
Burck’s five panels was that of socialist construction in 
the ussr (fig. 19). Initially destined for the offices of 
Intourist in New York, they were eventually shipped for 
its Moscow travel agency and displayed at the Museum 
of Modern Western Art and Kauchuk Workers’ Club in 
1936. Although Burck had not yet seen the great social- 
ist experiment at first hand, Alexander emphasised the 
veracity of his vision on the basis of his own experiences 
of the Soviet Union: ‘here is the exultant, indomitable 
spirit of the new man and new woman, the socialist 
worker, a new type of human being, whose heroic 
achievements are writing the epic of history. I was 
amazed to see these people with whom I had worked 
come to life’. The quality of the artist’s insight came 
from a ‘sustained and intensive revolutionary training’ 
and a deep commitment. His murals were apparently 
painted by electric light at night ‘in a room scarcely 
wider than one of the panels’ and where he could not 
stand back far enough to see them properly. They were 
also ‘painted under terrific pressure of other work’. The 
overcoming of these difficulties made Burck’s own 
achievement heroic, Alexander implied — perhaps analo- 
gous to that of Soviet workers who surpassed their pro- 
duction targets, we might suppose.” 

Responding to the accusation of propaganda levelled 
against revolutionary art by Benton’s defender Thomas 
Craven, Burck claimed that unlike the ‘form of trickery 
employed by manufacturers’, propaganda for the revo- 
lutionary meant ‘the expounding and expression of 
the historical materialist conception of human life, or 
society.’ It was therefore a propagation of the truth and 
entailed a close involvement with ‘the life and struggles 
of the workers’. While Benton was a ‘pragmatist’?, who 
tailored his art to suit the art trade, the revolutionary 
artist was not satisfied to focus on the ‘mere surface 
appearances’ of social life. Rather, ‘Revolutionary art 
aims to tear off the surface veil of things and expose the 
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18 Jacob Burck, Death of a Communist, from Sheldon Cheney, 


Expressionism in Art (19 








Jacob Burck, American revoluticnery carieonist ard painter before his mural» Com- 
pletion of the (Turksib) Ratiroaa”’ 


19 Jacob Burck, photograph of artist with mural panel Completion 
of the (Turksib) Railroad, from International Literature, March 
1935, Marx Memorial Library, London. 


thing itself in its naked reality.’ (This is of course a 
perennial trope of realist aesthetics.) I suspect that 
Burck’s differentiation between kinds of propaganda 
may have been informed by Lukacs ‘Propaganda or 
Partisanship’, published in Partisan Review in the issue 
of April-May 1934 and hailed in the Daily Worker as an 
‘outstanding piece of criticism’. This asserted that the 
‘proletarian revolutionary writer’ ‘rejects the dilemma of 
“pure art” versus “propaganda art”’ because ‘[h]e does 
not need to distort, rearrange or “tendentiously” color 
reality, for his portrayal — if it is a correct dialectical one 
— is founded upon the perception of those tendencies . . . 
that make themselves felt in objective evolution.’ This 
essay may also help to account for Alexander’s stress on 
Burck’s capacity for ‘characterization’, and his ability to 
understand his subject ‘in all its social and psychological 
implications’. Like Lukacs’s ideal of committed writing, 
Burck’s art aspired to nullify the distinction between 
propaganda and truthful representation.” 

Joe Jones (1909-63) offered a somewhat different 
type of the proletarian artist.°' While Burck was Jewish 
and very much part of the New York Communist scene, 


Jones was a Midwesterner of Welsh and German parent- 





age, born in Saint Louis. He left school at fourteen and 
was apprenticed to his house-painter father. Around the 
age of eighteen he began experimenting with painting 
as an art, and quickly attracted attention locally by 
winning a series of prizes in the Saint Louis Art Guild 
exhibitions. He gained yet more publicity in 1932 when 
he received a commission to paint a mural in the recep- 
tion room of Radio Station KMox in the city. In the 
following year the Guild gave him a solo show of 
twenty-five works. Jones described himself as ‘self- 
taught’, and at the time of his first show declared his 
lack of interest in the type of ‘harmless imitations of 
French art of the last century’ that most Americans were 
painting. ‘For four years I’ve studied nothing but the old 
masters’, he claimed.” Yet to judge from Washington 
University’s 1932 Landscape, he had actually been 
studying varieties of modernist art, since the upturned 
perspective and decorative flattened forms are unmistak- 
ably Cubist in origin - although Jones may have come to 
them via the works of contemporary American artists 
such as Andrew Dasburg, and not understood their 
lineage. In a later interview, Jones admitted that until 
1935 his main contact with other artists had been 
through art magazines. 

‘Brash, boisterous, irrepressible’ was how one critic 
described Jones at the time of his New York debut, and 
a friend spoke of his ‘particular flair for personal pub- 
licity’.’’ Not only his work, but also his bold prono- 
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uncements and increasingly combative political stance 
received much publicity through the Saint Louis press 
and, as his career progressed, through national maga- 
zines such as Time and Fortune. In 1933 ten local busi- 
nessmen and art lovers formed themselves into a ‘Joe 
Jones Club’ to support the artist, and paid for him to 
travel to Provincetown, Massachusetts, to study at the 
artists’ colony there. Jones had already expressed radical 
sympathies before he left and on his return announced 
that he had become a Communist. His new political 
convictions were directly manifested in his art which 
became as a result unsaleable — much to the irritation of 
his patrons. Instead: ‘(IJiving on a houseboat propped on 
the ruined levee, with black industrial Saint Louis all 
around him, he paints, fiercely, angrily.” 

Jones’s career in the mid-1930s can be charted in con- 
siderable detail from an extensive correspondence with 
his liberal patron Elizabeth Green, who supported him 
financially and acted as his confidant and mentor in 
some degree. He could hardly have achieved the career 
success he did without her backing, and yet they dis- 
agreed on politics to such an extent that in October 
1934 he declined to visit her to avoid ‘distastfull 
polemics’ (sic): ‘I can respect your viewpoint on social 
problems, but at the same time | insist on this same priv- 
ilage’ (sic).°° It was with funds raised by Green from 
‘civic minded persons’ that Jones set up an art class for 


20 Joe Jones et al., Social Protest 
in Old Saint Louis (detail), 

1934, mural in old Saint Louis 
Court House, from International 
Literature, no. 2, 1934, Marx 
Memorial Library, London. 


unemployed youths in a room of the old Saint Louis 
Court House, which had been handed over to the local 
Art League after legal officialdom moved out. Not that 
the L 
complained that Jones was teaching ‘an art of protest 


gue approved of the new class, and its secretary 





against the existing industrial and political order’ in ‘the 
modernistic style’. A further cause of controversy was 
the Soviet posters with which the room was decorated.*° 
The Unemployed Art Group found an appropriate 
focus in a collective mural of Social Protest in Old Saint 
Louis (fig. 20), 17 x 37 feet, done in chalk on beaver- 
board nailed to the wall. Based on a cartoon by Jones 
but executed by a group of twelve students, this centred 
on an image of black riverfront workers loading a 
paddle steamer. To the left unemployed workers lounge 
in front of a pawnshop adorned with the Nra blue eagle, 
while to the right an African American baptism under 
the Eads bridge merges into a Communist-led demon- 
stration in the nut-pickers strike of 1932. The choice of 
motif was highly significant, since the Party had played a 
key organising role in the strike, regarded as exemplary 
because it had mobilised African American women, who 
(it was claimed) had moved from a passive religious 
outlook to militant union consciousness as a result of 
their experience. The conjunction with the baptism 
may be an allusion to the fact that the organisers had 
respected the religious convictions of the women.” 
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The site of the Court House was deeply symbolic of 
racial politics in itself in that slaves had once been auc- 
tioned on its stairs and it was associated with the infa- 
mous Dred Scott decision of 1857. Jones’s group was 
made up of both white and African Americans, and he 
was reported as saying that it was appropriate that 
‘Negroes whose forebears were slaves at the Courthouse 
should find [there] the ultimate in freedom of artistic 
expression.’ According to his later account, the mural 
had to be defended against the ‘local riot squad’ by four 
hundred workers, and a local fascist group’s attempt to 
tear down both posters and mural was beaten off by the 
art class itself. In December 1934 Saint Louis’s Director 
of Public Safety closed the class on the grounds that it 
was ‘a center for Communist acti 








ities’, saying he would 
permit it to resume only if it dissociated itself from 
Jones.** 

Writing about the artist in 1935, Alexander claimed 
that ‘Jones has come by his Communism as naturally as 
he has come by the normal heritage of the average 
worker, manual or intellectual, today — that is, through 
insecurity, unemployment, class justice and the terrific 
struggle for existence.’ Yet while he stated that 
Marxian theory ‘fits my temperament and understand- 
ing better than any other philosophical approach’, Jones 
was not an ideologue in the same way as Burck. This is 
not to say he was not a capable public speaker and lec- 
turer, but rather that his priorities differed. Jones did not 
have a career as a cartoonist, and in order to end his 
financial dependence on Elizabeth Green, he needed to 
make a living through selling pictures and prints. When 
he visited New York in February-March 1935 to arrange 
a solo exhibition, he was clear that he did not want to 
show at the John Reed Club, and initially hoped that 
either the Downtown or Rehn Gallery would take him 
on. He seems to have ended up at Herman Baron’s Aca 
Gallery (which had close connections with the club) as a 
last resort, and was understandably disappointed when 
more than two months after the exhibition ended Baron 
had sold only one painting, despite very favourable 
reviews from prominent cultural commentators such as 
Lewis Mumford and Archibald MacLeish,”” 

Jones’s conception of Communist art was also corre- 
spondingly different. Writing to Green from New York 
he observed: ‘The revolutionary pictures here are full 
of political satire or on the other hand sickles & 
hammers proving to the observor there contempt for 
capitalism and there belief in the c.p.’ (sic). By contrast, 
his own work was unique because the ‘revolutionary 
element’ was ‘a natural objective development’, ‘that is 
not warped by bias to any party’, except insofar as a 
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painter dealing with the ‘militant struggle of the 
working class’ must refer to ‘such slogans [as] are used 
by the Communists.’*' Jones’s concern to make an art 
that organically expressed a militant working-class 
perspective has confused interpretation in some degree. 
For instance, Karal Ann Marling has described the 
Midwestern agricultural views that he began producing 
from 1934 as ‘Regionalist’ and emphasised his 
professed enthusiasm for the beauties of Missouri. 
However, there was more to being a Regionalist than 
simply a specialisation in Midwestern subject matter. 
As Alexander well understood there was also a conser- 
vative populist ideology, and this Jones emphatically 
did not share. Moreover, there are significant differ- 
ences between the iconography of Jones’s work and 
that of the Regionalists. Indeed Alexander described 
him precisely in 1935 as an anti-Regionalist, for when 
Jones painted a landscape it was ‘straighforward, 
honest observation’, unlike the ‘slick waxen lies of 
a Grant Wood’. His panel The New Deal ‘strikingly 
dramatized the meaning of the NRA for workers’, and 
thus contrasted with the ‘St Vitus-like chaos which per- 
vades the form and content of Benton’s murals’. 
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Roustabouts (see fig. 23) was a ‘skilfully conceived 
portrayal of Negro exploitation’, which contrasted 
with Benton’s ‘patronizing attitude towards the Negro, 
whom he views as a picturesque “native” ’.” 

How valid was Alexander’s interpretation? Jones 
certainly did produce directly propagandistic pictures 
such as We Demand (fig. 21), which represents a line of 
marching protesters led by a burly worker holding in his 
outsized fist a placard referring to the Communist- 
initiated Workers’ Unemployment Insurance Bill of 
1934 (HR 7598). However, other pictures mentioned 
by Alexander are more subtle. For instance Wheat (fig. 
22), the landscape Jones exhibited at the Whitney 
Museum’s Second Biennial of Contemporary American 
Painting in 1934-5, depicts a tractor drawing a har- 
vester through a vast expanse of field. Not only does this 
suggest a kind of modern mechanised agriculture which 
never intrudes into Wood’s Iowa or Curry’s Kansas 
imagery, but one need only recall the extraordinary 
description of tractor power in chapter five of Stein- 
beck’s Grapes of Wrath (1939) or the dramatic footage 
of Pare Lorentz’s 1936 film The Plow That Broke the 
Plains to realize how redolent such an image could be of 


22 (left) Joe Jones, Wheat, 
1934, oil on canvas, 
whereabouts unknown, from 
Magazine of Art, January 
1935, New York Public 
Library. 
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21 (facing page) Joe Jones, 
We Demand, 1934, oil on 
canvas, 4 x 3 ft, Courtesy The 
Butler Institute of American 
Art, Youngstown, Ohio. 


a whole process of technological change and social dis- 
location. (It could also, of course, symbolise the promise 
of collectivised agriculture, as in photographs of Soviet 
mechanised harvesters in the Daily Worker.) That such 
pictures were intended to instruct, as well as to please, 
was quite clear to Archibald MacLeish at the time. The 
high horizon line and dramatic atmosphere reinforce the 
idea that this scene is not simply a rural idyll but is preg- 
nant with a different order of things. In that sense, we 
might compare it with Lozowick’s brooding industrial 
architecture and city views. 

Roustabouts (fig. 23), as Alexander observed, ‘has a 
fine mural quality’ in its simplified forms, and the canvas 
now in the Worcester Art Museum is the preliminary 
study for a mural-size oil which was also shown in the 
1935 ACA exhibition.®° At a primary level, the paint- 
ing represents African American workers unloading a 
barge on the Saint Louis waterfront, but beyond this it 
schematically suggests a whole order of racial and class 
relationships through the contrast between the white 
supervisor, who stands with hands in pockets, looking 
on, and the black workers. While the supervisor’s broad 
face is in light, all of the latter either have their backs to 
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23 Joe Jones, Roustabouts, 1934, oil on canvas, 





the viewer or have shadowed or averted faces, suggest- 
ing a kind of sullen resistance. Predominantly greyish 
tones reinforce the oppressive atmosphere. Although 
Jones damned Rivera as a ‘bourgeois reactionary’ and 
criticised his Detroit murals,’ he may yet have learnt 
something from the simplified forms of Rivera’s figure 
types and his shallow spatial constructions. At any rate, 
Jones’s simple image 





y of oppositions and his direct 
technique were understood to be the language of prole- 
tarian art, while Benton’s writhing forms suggested a 
superficial energy but offered no insight into underlying 
social relations. The latter were also in some sense 
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x 29 /sin., Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts, Gift of Aldus Higgins. 


undignified, suggesting the compositional artifice of the 
painter rather than simple realities of fact. | am extrapo- 
lating a little from Alexander’s text but, I think, not 
inappropriately. Finally, considering how self-conscious 


Jones was about his identity as a Missourian, we might 


see Roustabouts as a kind of riposte to the caricatural 
representation of an African American in an earlier Saint 
Louis waterfront scene, namely George Caleb Bingham’s 
The Jolly Flatboatmen in Port (Saint Louis Art Museum) 
of 1857. 

In August 1935 Jones painted a series of mural 
panels at the radical Commonwealth College at Mena, 
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Arkansas, which was warmly praised by the Communist 
leader ‘Mother’ Ella Reeve Bloor.** Not many artists 
could manage his combination of political active and 
artistic energy, or his apparently successful integration 
of form and political concern. Indeed, the problem of 
revolutionary art seemed far from resolved at the begin- 
ning of the Popular Front. In a special ‘Art Issue’ of 
New Masses in October 1935, one Thomas S. Willison 
asserted that no ‘satisfactory’ or ‘classic’ representation 





of even such well-tried themes as ‘the demonstration, 
the picket-line and the unemployed’ or ‘personifications 
of the ruling class’ had yet been achieved. Willison 
explained the situation partly as an effect of the preoc- 
cupation of modern painting with formal problems. Not 
that modernist achievements should be ignored. Rather, 
‘the tradition of conscious formal freedom established 
by the art of the last thirty years’ needed to be translated 
into a new plane and context that would transform the 
idea of ‘artistic independence’ through a sense of respon- 
sibility to a new audience. A ‘snapshot’ approach was 
not adequate to comprehend contemporary social reali- 
ties, which entailed more than the perception of single 
events. Instead the artist must develop ‘formal devices’ 
‘capable of widening and deepening the scope of the 
meanings in a representation.’ To date, the revolutionary 
cartoon and mural had been far more successful in this 
regard than the easel picture: ‘in their most realistic 
aspect they are much less realistic than the correspond- 
ing easel-pictures and often recall the creations of 
abstract art; but they are, in consequence, far more 
compact or extensive, pointed or thorough, in their 
realism.”*’ It will be evident that Willison means ‘natu- 
ralistic’ in the second use of the term ‘realistic’ in this 
passage, and that its sense hinges on the realist/natural- 
ist distinction, a distinction crucial in current Marxist 
aesthetics, which received its most sophisticated formu- 
lation from Lukacs. 

This discussion will, I hope, have given some indica- 
tion as to why Willison favoured the mural as a revolu- 
tionary art form. It may seem strange that he should 
have linked what has often been regarded as the acme of 
high art with the political cartoon but both, after all, are 
didactic media which usually rely on simple symbolic 
juxtapositions. The world of Burck’s cartoons is not so 
different from that of his mural designs. By contrast, 
historically speaking, easel painting was essentially a 
private and individualistic art. However, the reasons for 
Willison’s specific reservations about the leftist easel 
painting of the early 1930s should become clearer in the 
next chapter, 


Art Front 


Given the collective mobilisation of artists in the 1930s, 
and their sense of themselves as a distinct interest group 
pitted against critics, dealers and museums, it is not sur- 
prising that the more politically conscious should have 
wanted their own publication. The growth of the Artists’ 
Union of New York (which will be described in Chapter 
Four) provided the institutional base that made such 
a publication financially feasible. Its title, Art Front, 
would have signified its political complexion for those 
who had heard of the Soviet LEF group, although the 
immediate inspiration may have been the Chicago John 
Reed Club’s militant magazine Left Front (1933-4). 
The proletarian artist did appear in Art Front’s pages, 
but it was fellow-travellers who dominated. And their 
emphasis was less on immediate utility than on pictorial 
aesthetics. Rather than considering art as a form of pro- 
paganda, they argued for its cognitive value in broader 
and more diffuse terms. At the centre of their opposition 
to the narrowly instrumentalist model of proletarian art 
was the conviction that certain types of modernist form 
were inherently progressive, or even revolutionary. 

Art Front ran somewhat irregularly from November 
1934 to December 1937. Printed on poor paper and 
selling for a nickel, it looked like a union newspaper, and 
the large size of the first volume (11 x 16 inches) made it 
suitable for holding up at demonstrations. Art Front was 
conceived as a revamped version of Art Forum, a small 
publication put out by Herman Baron, who is listed 
as managing editor in the first issue and remained 
a member of the editorial board until January 1936. 
During the same period Stuart Davis served as editor- 
in-chief, while others who played a continuing and 
active role included Hugo Gellert, Jacob Kainen, Ethel 
Olenikov, Harold Rosenberg, Joseph Solman, Max 
Spivak and Charles Humboldt (Clarence Weinstock).” 
(Although four women were listed in the initial editorial 
group, Olenikov was the only one to play a long-term 
role.) After an editorial crisis at the beginning of 1936, 
Joseph Solman was elected as managing editor and held 
that post until January 1937 when he was succeeded by 
Humboldt. In his pioneering study of the magazine, 
Gerald Monroe argued that the crisis of early 1936 was 
primarily to do with differences between the modernists 
and Social Realists on the board. However, the minutes 
of a board meeting of 22 January suggest that the issue 
was more one of intractable personality conflicts and 
recriminations over maladministration.”' In this section 
I deal with the magazine until Humboldt’s takeover, 
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24 Stuart Davis, Salt Shaker, 1931, oil on canvas, 49’/, x 32/In., 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Edith Gregor Halpert. 
Exhibited at the Whitney Museum’s Abstract Painting in America 


exhibition, 1935 Estate of Stuart davis/Licensed by vaGa, New 


York, N.Y 


both because | do not want to overstep the temporal 
framework of Part | too much and because there were 
marked changes in the magazine in 1937. But before I 
consider the critical discourse of Art Front, a little must 
be said on its editors-in-chief. 

Born in 1892, Stuart Davis was older and more cos- 
mopolitan than many of the artists of the John Reed 
Club and the Artists’ Union, He was already a socialist 
in the pre-war days, and had contributed to The Masses, 
The Liberator and New Masses, His work as a painter 
bespoke a complex engagement with the Modern Move- 
ment (fig. 24), and he was widely regarded as one of the 
most gifted and individual modernist painters working 
in the United States. As such, Davis was the logical 
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choice to write the catalogue introduction for the 
Whitney Museum’s Abstract Painting in America exhibi- 
tion of February-March 1935. Davis was not only a 
sophisticated painter but was also acute and theoreti- 
cally reflexive — as his numerous published statements 
and more than 10,000 pages of unpublished notes and 
journals testify. * Additionally he was a conversational- 
ist of great wit, a convivial personality who could carry 
his liquor and a man whose wide circle of friends ranged 
from Holger Cahill to Arshile Gorky and John Graham. 
These qualities, together with his political convictions, 
help to explain his success as an activist in the 1930s. 
Although commentators on Davis have argued that he 
was not a ‘doctrinaire’ Marxist, in my view this is incor- 
rect. In the 1930s Davis was precisely that. But he was 
an independent Marxist thinker, albeit one working 
largely within the framework of Third International 
Marxism except when it came to art. Given these limits, 
Davis was probably more widely and deeply read in 
Marxism than most of his artist contemporaries in the 
us. The claim that Davis’s theory owed something to 
Deweyan Pragmatism — with which I agree — does not 
mean that he did not enunciate Marxian positions in an 
essentially dogmatic rhetoric. Given the difficulty of his 
position as both activist and modernist, perhaps he had 
to adopt such a style. In October 1935 he noted that 
‘Marxism or historical materialism . . . is the only scien- 
tific social viewpoint’, and he did not abandon this posi- 
tion until the end of the decade.” 

Monroe sees Solman’s editorship as bringing with it a 
new latitude in editorial policy, consistent with the 
Popular Front. While there may be some truth in this, he 
assumes too sharp a distinction between modernists and 
Social Realists, and Art Front had given plenty of space 
to modernist viewpoints under Davis’s editorship, as 
one might expect. Although never a member of the John 
Reed Club, Joseph Solman came from a background 
comparable to that of many of its members. Born in 
Vitebsk in 1909, the son of a tailor, he emigrated to the 
United States in 1912 and grew up in Jamaica, Long 
Island. In the late 1920s he studied at the Academy and 
Art Students League, and he has described the opening 
of the Museum of Modern Art in 1929 as his Armory 
Show ~ that is, it made of him a convert to modernism. 
When he exhibited a Daumieresque painting Bootblack 
at the John Reed Club’s Social Viewpoint in Art exhibi- 
tion in 1933, it was, he has said, simply because he was 
flattered to be asked rather than from any strong politi- 
cal commitment. However, Solman also contributed to a 
benefit show for New Masses in December 1933 and he 
has remained a contributor to left-wing causes through- 
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out his career. His work of the mid-1930s brings 
together an interest in the New York urban scene (which 
had precedents in the work of artists he admired as a 
student such as George Luks and Jerome Myers) with a 
sophisticated modernist sense of pictorial design partly 
derived from a study of German Expressionism (fig. 25). 
Appropriately, in 1933 he had a joint exhibition with 
Alice Neel, and in 1935 his studio was the setting for the 
founding of The Ten group. Solman was thus, like 
Davis, a modernist artist who did not believe that sym- 
pathy with Communist politics need qualify a commit- 
ment to modernism, but rather regarded the two as in 
some respects kindred. * 

Art Front reflected the diversity of viewpoint among 
left-wing artists in a way New Masses never really did. 
This was doubtless in part because it was an artist-run 
magazine, but also because the Artists’ Union was a non- 
sectarian body. Even so, the political orientation of Art 


Front was never in doubt. As I shall show, in the mid- 
1930s it treated the federal art projects as symptomatic 
of what it took as the reactionary character of the New 
Deal, and in May 1936 it published an article calling for 
a unified Farmer-Labor Party, entirely in line with the 
current cP position. ’ However, it also offered a space 
within which a whole group of the most talented artist 
writers and critics on the left came together to set out 
their differenc 





Davis’s editorial correspondence makes 
it clear that he specifically sought the controversial and 
the topical, and Solman continued this policy. And con- 
tributors were not confined to union members. 

In some important respects, the criticism of Art Front 
and New Masses overlapped. The magazine printed a 
lengthy denunciation of Rivera, which described him as 





‘a willing prostitute who makes his work pay’, while 
Stephen Alexander’s criticisms of Regionalism were 
matched by a wonderfully splenetic riposte by Davis to 


25 Joseph Solman, Union Square, 1936, oil on canvas, 26 x 36in., collection of Mr and Mrs Max Margulis, courtesy of Mercury Gallery, 
Boston, Mass. 
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Time’s lengthy article on Regionalism and regional art of 
December 1934. But unlike New Masses, Art Front did 
give Benton and Curry space to respond to criticism. 
The next issue published a letter by the latter responding 
to Davis’s scathing description of his work, and also 
carried Benton’s answers to a ten-point questionnaire 
the editors had sent him. Alongside this it printed a sus- 
tained critique of Benton’s claims to offer a true picture 
of American society by Burck, who, like Alexander, 
accused him of painting an essentially ‘tabloid art’.”° My 
main concern here, however, is not with the continuities 
between New Masses and Art Front but with how they 
were different, and the key distinction to be made is that 
Art Front permitted far more open exchanges around 
the value of modern painting, and specifically around 
Surrealism and those tendenci 








labelled ‘abstraction’. 
This makes it a far more accurate register of the divi- 
sions within the artistic left. 

Surrealism certainly met the criterion of topicality, 
and it had been controversial since Miré’s Dog Barking 
at the Moon entered the Gallatin Collection in 1929.” 
The first collective exhibition of Surrealist painting 
in the United States, Newer Super Realism, had been 
shown at the Wadsworth Atheneum in December 1931, 
and exhibited in New York in a much revised form at the 
Julien Levy Gallery the following January. Levy showed 
a sequence of individual Surrealists over 1932-6, and in 
the last of these years came the Museum of Modern Art’s 
huge exhibition of Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism. Dali 
visited the United States several times in the 1930s, and 
in 1934 his Enigmatic Elements in a Landscape received 
an honourable mention at the Carnegie International, a 
competition in which the first prize went to Peter Blume’s 
South of Scranton (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York), a work many mistook for Surrealist.”* It was this 
event, together with the evident influence of Surrealism 
among American painters such as Blume, that occa- 
sioned Alexander’s indictment of Surrealism in New 
Masses in December of that year, Alexander explained 
Surrealism as a reaction of modernist artists against ‘the 
obvious sterility of abstract painting, which denied 
validity to the “subject.”’ While acknowledging the 
differences among the Surrealist artists, Alexander found 
Dali’s ‘exquisitely-painted phantasmagoria’ the epitome 
of the movement. By taking ‘dreams and hallucinations 
of the insane as his idea of “reality”’, Dali was simply 
evading the terrible realities of the class struggle, and his 
paintings were ‘significant only as a pathologic symptom 
of a decaying society.” 

Art Front permitted different judgements on Sur- 
realism to appear, and although the overwhelming 
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weight of them was equally negative, they were more 
complex and had greater analytical depth. In the second 
issue, Davis’s friend the modernist painter John Graham 
claimed that Surrealism as ‘abstract art’ (an important 
qualification) was ‘truly revolutionary’ because ‘it 
teaches the unconscious mind — by means of transposi- 
tion — revolutionary methods, thus providing the con- 
scious mind itself with material necessary for arriving at 
revolutionary conclusions.’ However, in line with his 
own practice, Graham excluded ‘[b]ookkeeping and 
story-telling methods’ from having this value."’ In the 
same issue, Davis reviewed an exhibition of Dali’s work 
at the Levy Gallery. Although Monroe characterises 
Davis’s review as favourable, this is to miss its negative 
moment. For while Davis concedes Dali a ‘native skill in 
the reproduction of common optical effects unique 
among artists of his day’ and praises the psychological 
insight of his work, he also stressed that it is ‘in no sense 
revolutionary’ being entirely dependent on the conven- 
tions of the past. The form of his art is entirely familiar: 


We contemplate a desert of the familiar bric-a-brac of 
human hopes and realities and through them a man 
wanders with a dust cloth and a moth spray. In these 
scenes a man looks only backward and the sun is 
setting. Artists who intend to continue will have to 
change trains.*! 


But even this conceded too much to Dali for many 
Communists, and the next issue contained a more sus- 
tained and scholarly appraisal of Dada and Surrealism 
by Jerome Klein, who wrote for the New York Post and 
had taught art history in the Fine Arts faculty at Colum- 
bia University until he was fired for his political views.” 
While Klein acknowledged Dada as an ‘anti-bourgeois 
movement within the orbit of bourgeois ideology’, it 
was truly political only in Germany. With regard to 
Surrealism, he carefully distinguished between Breton’s 
ostensibly revolutionary stance and his inability to adapt 
‘the Surrealist process’ to any concrete revolutionary 
objective. Breton offered only ‘a pseudo-dialectical reso- 
lution of the contradictions between inner and outer 
reality,’ while the Surrealists’ emphasis on ‘subjective 
technique’ could not solve problems that were ‘ulti- 
mately social’. In actuality, ‘far from playing a critical, 
destructive role’, in their ‘flight from external reality’, 
the movement had only created a ‘new set of illusions’, 
which functioned as ‘so many tid-bits for a jaded idle 
upper class.’** 

Was there anything in the devices developed by the 
Surrealist painters that the revolutionary could utilise? 
Critics were forced to address this question both by the 
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work of artists retrospectively labelled Social Surrealists 
who exhibited with the John Reed Club, and by the 
claims of the Post-Surrealists of California. The most 
negative judgement came from Margaret Duroc, who 
criticised Social Surrealist works by Walter Quirt and O. 
Louis Guglielmi at a John Reed Club show of December 
1935 from the standpoint of revolutionary proleta- 
rianism, declaring that ‘Surrealism is a false medium for 
the revolutionary artist. It uses an occult language which 
needlessly separates the artist from his audience. And 
the sexual interpretation of the disorders of the present 
system is certainly to be rejected.’ Yet as Guglielmi’s 
Portrait and Background (fig. 26) illustrated, the Social 
Surrealists largely eschewed the sexual symbolism of 
Surrealism (which is not, of course, to say that elements 
in the painting cannot be read in such terms, only that 
such symbolism is not overt).** Rather they took over 
the principle of montage, thereby allowing paintings to 


26 Louis Guglielmi, Portrait and Background 
(Phoenix), 1935, oil on canvas, 30 x 25 1n., 
Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln, NAa-Nelle Cochrane Woods 
Memorial. 


make a kind of formulation through improbable or 
impossible juxtapositions that single moment naturalis- 
tic imagery could not. This was precisely what the Post- 
Surrealist Grace Clements claimed in an article on the 
new movement of March: ‘By the use of provocative 
forms objects of simple or ordinary character, when 
inter-related or juxtaposed, may create an entirely new 
and significant meaning.’ For Clements, Surrealism and 
Cubism, together with ‘Cézanne’s classicism’, offered 
the basis of a new form that corresponded to the expres- 
sive requirements of revolutionary art. Such an ambi- 
tious and heterogeneous synthesis was certainly beyond 
the artists concerned, and when Solman reviewed an 
exhibition of the group’s works at the Brooklyn 
Museum that summer he found them primarily reminis- 
cent of Surrealism and only Clements’s contributions 
showed an attempt to give precise pictorial definition to 
social critique.** 
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27 Walter Quirt, Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread, or, 





Terrorization of Poor Through Religion, oil on masonite, 12'/; 


18°/,in., Wadsworth Athenaeum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut, Gift of Mr and Mrs Leopold Godowsky (1957.203). 


Guglielmi was a marginal figure in the Communist 
cultural movement in 1935, but Walter Quirt (1902-68) 
was certainly not. Born at Iron River in Michigan, he 
studied and then worked as an instructor at the Layton 
School of Art in Milwaukee from 1924 to 1928. When 
he came to New York in 1929, it was already with ‘a 
keen knowledge and interest in the American labor 
movement’, and he quickly became a leading activist in 
the John Reed Club. In the early 1930s he contributed 
drawings and cartoons to New Masses, and by 1931 
was staff artist to the Trade Union Educational League’s 
paper, Labor Unity. From 1930, cartoons and illustra- 
tions by Quirt began to appear frequently in the Daily 
Worker, and between August 1933 and January 1934 
he produced an innovative adventure strip called ‘Jim 
Martin’. At the least, Quirt’s status as a ‘noted proletar- 
ian artist? demanded that his adoption of Surrealist 
devices be taken seriously. Assessing his solo exhibition 
at the Julien Levy Gallery in 1936, Humboldt began by 
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observing that easel painting offered the artist fewer 
communicative opportunities than murals or graphics, 
but given that its audience was ‘more limited and “expe- 
rienced”’, he must ‘exert his imagination in a way calcu- 
lated to satisfy them.’ The revolutionary artist was ‘a 
merciless marauder’, who would take anything from 
current science that was useful to him. Humboldt 
claimed that the ‘devastated landscape’ of paintings such 
as Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread (fig. 27), a satire 
on the delusions of religion, was derived from the 
symbol of the ‘Waste Land which has touched all of 
modern poetry’. But while the modern bourgeois poet 
could not identify his enemies, Quirt knew and illus- 
trated his. This radically distinguished his work from 
that of the Surrealists, to whom, in actuality, he owed 
little.*” 

If Quirt epitomised the left’s attempts to assimilate 





Surrealism, Davis exemplified its problematic relation- 
ship with Cubist modernism. Indeed, his work seems the 
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polar opposite of that of artists such as Burck and Jones 
— a modernist easel painting grounded in Synthetic 
Cubism, which for all its references to the American 
scene smacked of the modern ‘French’ tradition so many 
critics, of different political persuasions, were now 
claiming was exhausted. Davis’s main protagonist was 
Humboldt, and since he will play a substantive role in 
my narrative I must introduce him properly. Humboldt 
(1910-64) was born Clarence Weinstock, the son of 
conservative middle-class parents, and spent his child- 
hood in Washington Heights in upper Manhattan. At 
fifteen he ran away from home, and over the next decade 
travelled widely in the United States and Europe. In her 
obituary notice of Humboldt, his close friend Annette 
Rubinstein says that in the 1920s he went to Paris to 
study painting, but while there decided his main interest 
was in art criticism. The story of how Humboldt became 
involved with the Artists’ Union and Art Front has the 
ring of legend, or at least of a much repeated tale. Dis- 
embarking in New York after a second trip to Europe, 
he immediately ran into an artists’ picket line. A painter 
on it whom he knew called to him to join in and so 
began his introduction to a way of life he never there- 
after abandoned as a Communist activist and writer. 
Whatever the sources of his commitment, Humboldt 
had a very wide knowledge of literature, art and philos- 
ophy, and became one of the most impressive intellectu- 
als associated with American Communism. At the age of 
twenty-four he may have seemed, as Jacob Kainen later 
described him, ‘a voluble zealot’, but the acuteness of his 
intelligence was already evident.™ 

The occasion for the opening shot in the debate over 
abstraction was Davis’s introduction to the Whitney’s 
1935 exhibition. This is a brief statement which con- 
tains only faint hints of a correlation between abstrac- 
tion and radical politics. (The museum cut down the 
longer version Davis had submitted and gutted its more 
political elements.) Most significant in this regard is 
Davis’s claim that the Armory Show had destroyed the 
Academy’s ‘strangle hold on critical art values’, and 
established the ‘right to free expression’. (This is hardly 
adequate as history, but the point is that this was how 
Davis saw it.) In its aftermath, ‘a small group of abstract 
painters and sculptors’ had acted as a leaven to further 
‘the revolution of aesthetic opinion’ the Armory Show 
initiated. This revolution, encapsulated in abstract art, 
rested on the axiom that art is not an ‘imitation’ of 
nature, but ‘an understanding and interpretation of 
nature in various media.’ Paraphrasing Cézanne, Davis 
defined pictures as ‘expressions which are parallel to 
nature’, adding, for good measure, ‘and parallel lines 


never meet.’ For this reason, painters needed to study 
first and foremost the ‘material reality’ of their medium 
as a ‘two-dimensional plane surface’, and they should do 
so in a spirit ‘wholeheartedly scientific’. The key ques- 
tion to ask of a picture was not one of likeness but 
rather: ‘“Does this painting which is a defined two- 
dimensional surface convey to me a direct emotional 
or ideological stimulus?”’*’ In an effective critique of 
this position published in April’s Art Front, Humboldt 
argued that Davis’s definition of painting as a ‘two- 
dimensional medium’ was too narrowly material and 
therefore reductive. Moreover, if the systems of art and 
nature were strictly parallel and non-convergent, how 
could there be any analogy between them? The key issue 
that Davis had skimmed over was that of meaning, ‘the 
element in terms of which nature and art are united’. 
Although he did not use the term, Humboldt criticised 
abstract art as a semiotic system. Davis and other 
abstractionists, he said, relied on the ‘naive hope’ that 
the spectator would make ‘the same interpretation of 
... colour forms that the artist did.’ Yet in reality: “No 
meaning is the equivalent of amy meaning.’ Such an arbi- 
trary sign system might work in a more stable society, 
but in one as riven as the contemporary capitalist world 
it could only function effectively for a small group of 
rich patrons.” 

Davis’s reply, in the following issue, suggests that he 
was flustered, and it lacks the coherence of most of his 
published statements. He conceded that there might be 
limitations to his ‘Introduction’, but ascribed these to 
the brevity the Whitney had forced on him. His use of 
the term ‘parallel with nature’ might be incorrect in rela- 
tion to ‘philosophical usage’, but he did not mean to 
imply by it ‘that because painting was a quality distinct 
from its sources, it had no connection with them’, and 
appealed to the quality of his own works to justify his 
position. Seeking to give more political resonance to his 
claims, he now described academic values as ‘bourgeois 
academic traditions’, and asserted that in ‘the material- 
ism of abstract art in general, is implicit a negation of 
many ideals dear to the bourgeois heart.’ Artists were 
forced to work with the materials of bourgeois culture 
to produce a revolutionary art, and abstract artists had 
made key ‘technical contributions’. Quoting from an 
unpublished portion of his ‘Introduction’, he claimed: 


If the historical process is forcing the artist to relin- 
quish his individualistic isolation and come into the 
area of life problems, it may be the abstract artist who 
is best equipped to give vital artistic expression to 
such problems — because he has already learned to 
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abandon the ivory tower in his objective approach 
to his materials.”! 


It is important to be clear here that Humboldt was not 
an enemy of modernist painting. Rather, he too hoped 
that a new and superior modern art would emerge 
through the identification of artists with the revolution- 
ary struggle. This is evident from his exchange over 
Léger with the modernist painter Balcomb Greene of the 
following year.”* According to Greene, the revolutionary 
process must embrace all aspects of life, including the 
artistic; any other conception of it deformed the whole- 
ness of the human personality, which revolution was 
supposed to realise. Concomitant with the rationalisa- 





tion of all social functions, the truly revolutionary artist 
was a specialist, whose work inevitably ‘must often fall 
beyond the comprehension of most people’, who had to 
be educated to understand it. Léger, himself a true ‘man 
of the people’, exemplified this new artist type. The idea 
that ‘all creative activity must be specific agitation’ was 
a sign of an immaturity in revolutionary theory. Hum- 
boldt, too, addressed the ‘humanity’ of modernist paint- 
ing, but found it more symptomatic of the limitations of 
bourgeois society, and the psychological and ideological 
formations these generated. He affirmed the achieve- 
ments of Léger’s art: ‘No one can rise above it without 
studying him and his contemporaries.’ But at the same 
time he emphasised the alienation and self-absorption of 
the modern artist, living in a world dominated by the 
commodity form. This alienation led to a literature and 
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art that were the product of closed intellectual circles, 
preoccupied by ‘mysteries and festishes’, exemplified in 
the work of Joyce and Picasso. In Léger’s paintings, the 
effect of the supremacy of exchange value over use value 
was reflected in the form: ‘The individuality of objects 
known and understood, the enormous variety of mean- 
ings in nature and society, are reduced to one structural 
conception arrived at by an aesthetic approach to the 
materials of science.’ Because of this domination 
of the commodity form, his works only promised a 
freedom that had not yet been achieved. An art of 
freedom could only arise ‘when the subject matter is 
itself free, that is, when objects need no longer be seen in 
relationships that in turn enslave the artist and us.” 
This position is almost identical with that which Meyer 
Schapiro enunciated at the American Artists’ Congress 
in the following month. 

In conclusion, it seems appropriate to note the diver- 
sity and complexity of the critical positions adopted by 
artists and critics in and around the Communist move- 
ment at this time. Political commitment might give 
rather simple imperatives to artists, but these impera- 
tives were mediated both through complex social 
networks and through a deeply divided artistic field 
that was already saturated with contending ideologies 
around issues such as Americanism, realism and mod- 
ernism. While accepting Communist politics in some 
broad sense, artists fashioned their different aesthetics to 
accommodate them. Even in the Third Period, the cpusa 
had no single coherent aesthetic to give. 


3 Revolutionary Art on Display: 
The John Reed Clubs and the Whitney Museum 





As I said in the introduction, my aim is to treat the art 
associated with the Communist movement as a social 
practice. From this perspective it is essential to take into 
account the different contexts of its display. That is, we 
need to consider both how exhibitions organised by 
Communist artists differed from those in museums and 
commercial galleries, and how these spaces affected the 
relationships set up between works by artists associated 
with the Communist movement and those by artists who 
were not. The various display situations partly made 
the aesthetic experience what it was, and were regarded 
as crucial by artists and critics at the time. In the first 
section I look at the evidence as to how art-works func- 
tioned in the context of the John Reed Club exhibitions, 
and in the second at how works by the same artists func- 
tioned outside that context — specifically in the exhibi- 
tions of the Whitney Museum of American Art. 


John Reed Club Art Exhibitions 


In the club’s early years the display strategies of the 
jxc artists were distinctive and set them apart markedly 
from their ‘bourgeois’ contemporaries. The first of their 
exhibitions was held not in a gallery but at the United 
Workers’ Co-operative Apartments on Bronx Park East 
in December 1929. Participating artists included Burck, 
Ellis, Gellert, Gropper, Eitaro Ishigaki, Gan Kolski, 
Lozowick, Matulka, Morris Pass, Refregier, Louis 
Ribak, Esther Shemitz, Otto Soglow, Art Young and 
others unspecified. With the exception of Ishigaki and 
Shemitz, all these artists would have been known to 
readers of New Masses. In January 1930 a second trav- 
elling show of forty-two drawings, paintings and litho- 
graphs started its tour at the Borough Park Workers’ 
Club on 43rd Street in Brooklyn, and was subsequently 
shown at four other clubs in Brownsville, Williamsburg, 
the Bronx and downtown Manhattan, The artists 
responded to workers’ questions at symposia accom- 


panying each of the exhibits. Something of the same 
orientation is suggested by reports of a collaborative 
exhibition with Proletpen, the Party’s Yiddish cultural 
group, that took place at the Proletpen headquarters on 
106 East 14th Street in April 1931. Comprising ‘nearly 
100 paintings, drawings and cartoons’ by around thirty 
artists, this was attended by some 2,000 workers, and 
‘special evenings of lectures, discussions, recitations and 
poetry readings’ were held in conjunction with it. More 
than 500 workers’ schoolchildren from Brooklyn and 
the Bronx were brought in on special days to see the 
show. However, increasingly displays of the artists’ 
works were confined to the John Reed Club rooms and 
to art galleries.' 


TWENTY JOHN REED CLUB ARTISTS ON 
PROLETARIAN AND REVOLUTIONARY 
THEMES (1932) 


Exhibitions of members’ work had been shown at the 
club since the summer of 1930, and a gallery was estab- 
lished there by early 1932. But there are no significant 
records of these occasions, and here I confine myself to 
the sequence of group shows from 1932 through 1935 
for which catalogues have survived.” The first of these, 
Twenty John Reed Club Artists on Proletarian and Rev- 
olutionary Themes, was not shown at the club but at 
the aca Gallery at 1269 Madison Avenue in November 
1932. The aca, which consisted of one rr x 15 foot 
room, had only been open since August and was the 
conception of Herman and Ella Baron. For two decades 
it was the most important commercial venue for left- 
wing artists. A Lithuanian immigrant, Baron (d. 1961) 
was gassed while serving in the First World War and 
suffered continuously from poor health. After the war 
he studied at New York University, where he met the 
Communist writer and critic Harry Potamkin, who 
later introduced him to the John Reed Club. When he 
contributed to the little magazine S.4.N. in 1922 (along 
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28 Hugo Gellert, ‘Secret of Primary Accumulation’, from Karl 
Marx’ Capital in Lithographs, 1933, lithograph, Tamiment 
Institute Library, New York University. 


with e.e.cummings and Kenneth Burke) he was 
described as a ‘New York accountant’, but he later ran a 
monthly trade paper that helped support the aca Gallery 
in its early years. His wife, Ella Block, assisted him with 
the gallery until his death, and maintained it on her own 
for a while afterwards.’ Several of those I have spoken to 
who knew Baron have emphasised the importance of 
the gallery as a social centre where the coffee pot was 
always ready.’ 

Twenty John Reed Club Artists on Proletarian and 
Revolutionary Themes comprised thirty-six paintings, 
drawings and lithographs by twenty-one (not twenty) 
artists — Albert Abramowitz, Bard, Mark Baum, Joseph 
Biel, Burck, Dehn, Gellert, Gropper, William Hernan- 
dez, Ishigaki, Limbach, Lozowick, Moses Oley, Quirt, 
Refregier, Philip Reisman, Ribak, William Siegel, 
Soglow, Raphael Soyer and Max Spivak.’ Only a few of 
the exhibits can be identified, but a substantial propor- 
tion seem to have been drawings and prints, and many 
of the exhibitors were cartoonists and illustrators for 
the Communist press. This again suggests how impor- 
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tant directly political work was for Communist artists at 
this time. Refregier, who made easel paintings and 
murals as well as illustrating Party pamphlets, recalled 
that: ‘Doing cartoons was not a separate activity from 
our painting or from our lives’.” 

Four of the exhibits which can be identified, at least in 
type, were illustrations from Hugo Gellert’s Karl Marx’ 
Capital in Lithographs (fig. 28) — the precise pages are 
not specified. Gellert (1892-1985), who was born in 
Budapest, emigrated with his family to the United States 
in 1907. He studied at the National Academy of Design, 
and thereafter worked in a lithography workshop pro- 
ducing film and theatre posters. Lithographic crayon 
remained the key medium of his art. Radicalised by the 
First World War (in which he lost a cousin and a 
brother), he became an open Communist and stayed one 
for the rest of his life. In notes for a talk from 1945 or 
1946 he wrote: ‘Being a Communist and being an artist 
are the two cheeks of the same face and, as for me, I 
fail to see how I could be either one without also being 
the other.’’ Gellert’s work for The Masses and for com- 
mercial publications such as The Dial and Pearson’s 
Magazine in the early 1920s was in a flattened decora- 
tive style, which was modernist in derivation, as were 
his early designs for New Masses. He frequently con- 
tributed lithographic portraits in which a few broad 
crayon strokes define the basic features, leaving the head 
disembodied in the midst of a plane of white. There are 
occasional intimations of Cubism in the reductiveness 
and angularity of the drawing, but this is a Cubism fil- 
tered through Art Deco. Indeed, Gellert’s murals such as 
‘Us Fellas Gotta Stick Together’ — Al Capone (shown at 
the Museum of Modern Art’s 1932 mural exhibition) 
and his 1928 fresco for the Proletcos Cafeteria in Union 
Square* convert the class struggle into superficial deco- 
rative motifs. (It was entirely fitting that four years later 
he should also paint murals for the Center Theatre at 
Rockefeller Center.) 

Karl Marx’ Capital in Lithographs is a set of sixty 
lithographs, published in a limited edition portfolio in 
1933 and as a book in 1934. In the book version 
excerpts from Capital face each illustration, particularly 
relevant sentences being italicised. The ‘transformation 
of arable land into sheep-walks’ is represented through 
an image of two sheep; the effects of agricultural enclo- 
sures and poor relief through a begging woman with a 
baby; ‘the historical process whereby the produced is 
divorced from the means of production’ by a gigantic 
Henry Ford embracing factory buildings towering over a 
worker in overalls, and so on. Capitalists are bloated 
money bags, labour power is clenched fists, the fertility 





Revolutionary Art on Display: The John Reed Clubs and the Whitney Museum 


of the earth is a pregnant woman. The sequence is over- 
whelmingly banal, and Gellert’s only sign for the poten- 
tial power of the working class is a distended and 
grotesque male musculature. With their small square 
heads and enormous fists, his workers look like storm- 
troopers in overalls. It is interesting that the only public 
intervention Earl Browder made in New Masses in con- 
nection with the visual arts was to defend Gellert’s 
Capital in Lithographs against criticisms that it was made 
up of ‘lifeless symbols’, and depended on a conception 
of illustration ‘too rigid and conventionalized’ to be ade- 
quate to Marx’s text. Significantly, Browder’s interven- 
tion was firmly rebuffed on the grounds that the General 
Secretary did not have competence as an art critic.” 
Another stalwart of the New Masses group who 
showed four works, almost certainly all drawings, was 
Gropper. Although he painted two murals for the 
Schenley Corporation in 1934, and one for the Hotel 





cost MILLION DOLLARS TO BREAK THE |. R. T. STRIKE WITH THE HELP 
Dy oe ES ARE STILL HOLDING OUT AGAINST THE 


OF THESE BOYS—AND YET SOME MEANII 
EIGHT CENT FARE! 


Taft in New York the following year, Gropper’s full 
ambitions as a painter did not become evident until after 
1935, and during the Third Period he appeared primar- 
ily as one of the premier Communist cartoonists. (As 
these commissions show, the revolutionary artist could 
also move between the revolutionary movement and 
commercial patrons on whom he largely depended fora 
livelihood.'’) New Masses offered Gropper a space 
where he could experiment with larger images and more 
subtle techniques than were possible or appropriate in 
the newspapers he worked for, and in the early years of 
the magazine he contributed some strikingly modernist 
cartoons (fig. 29). However, as in his newspaper work, 
these gave way to a more naturalistic idiom which in 
larger terms might be compared with Neue Sachlichkeit. 
The simple brushed ink drawing was his favoured mode 
for observations of tenement life and the sweatshop. 
Synthetic Cubism made possible the upturned perspec- 


29 William Gropper, Hedley’s Little Sunshine 
Committee, from New Masses, October 1926, 
Marx Memorial Library, London. 
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tive, the fragmentary outlines and expressive distortions 
of drawings such as Sweatshop — 1932 (fig. 30), which 
was probably one of the four works he showed at the 
ACA. But the effect is less striking than the evocation of 
misery and the claustrophobic space of the workplace, 
and such works precisely exemplify that subordination 
of form to larger social and political concerns for which 
Alexander and others called. 

Other artists on show, such as Bard and Quirt, repre- 
sented the younger generation of proletar ian artists who 
were establishing themselves as a kind of artistic cadre. 
Phil Bard (1912-66) had walked into the New Masses 
office with a folio of drawings in mid-1930 and joined 
‘the group of revolutionary artists who believe that if art 
is any good at all, it should also be good for chalk-talks 
at workers clubs, demonstration posters and cartoons in 
the Daily Worker. He had worked as a cartoon anima- 
tor for Krazy Kat Studios, and now began contributing 
cartoons to the Daily Worker, New Masses and Labor 





5° 


Unity. He also produced two illustrated pamphlets for 
the Young Communist League, which are simple narra- 
tives of working-class youths achieving political con- 
sciousness. The style of these is raw and crude, but it 
suggests a kind of communicative urgency that would 
have been lost in a more elaborate and finished tech- 
nique. There is a similar quality to Bard’s early New 
Masses cartoons such as “So I’m Yellah, Am I?” (fig. 
31), with its angular silhouettes and arbitrary shading. 
His aca exhibit, For Refusing to Starve, is likely to have 
been in the same idiom. Again, the range of this artist’s 
activities is notable. In 1931 he designed a 13-foot 
monument to the first Five Year Plan for the workers 
holiday site at Camp Kinderland, and in 1934 executed 
a mural sequence covering more than 500 square feet 
for the Daily Worker's volunteer room at the Workers 
Center." 

Overall, the titles of the exhibits suggest a militant- 
looking display, and this is confirmed both by Baron’s 


m Gropper, Sweatshop — 1932, from New Masses, April 1932, Tamiment Institute Library, New York University. 
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Phil Bard 
“SO 'M YELLAH, AM 1?” 





I'm Yellah, Am I?’, from New Masses, August 
stitute Library, New York University. 


reminiscences and by contemporary reviews. Baron 
himself described the works as ‘crude to the point of 
painfulness’, and recalled that visitors entering the 
gallery were confonted by ‘a large canvas of a gory 
lynching scene’. However, crude is not how one would 
describe the prints of Gellert and Lozowick,"’ or 
Gropper’s drawings, and it was the oils (fig. 32) that 
Thomas Linn, writing in the New York Times, found 
particularly heavy-handed’, and ‘less art than homily’, 
at the same time as he acknowledged the skill in draw 
ings and lithographs by Quirt, Soyer and Lozowick. 


According to Baron, the exhibition made ‘a terrific 
impact on the gallery’s neighborhood patrons’ (the ACA 
was still uptown on swanky Madison Avenue) and he 
recalled that he lost customers for his picture-framing 
business as a result. However, he did manage to sell one 
of Gropper’s drawings to the record producer John H. 


Hammond."* 


THE SOCIAL VIEWPOINT IN ART (1933) 


The second jrc exhibition took place downtown in ‘a 
bare loft’ in the club’s rooms at 450 Sixth Avenue in 
early 1933 and was very different from the aca show in 








32 Eitaro Ishigaki, Unemp 





whereabouts unknown 


conception. It may well have been an attempt to ‘take 
forward “fellow travelers”’ in reponse to the policy deci- 
sions of the 1932 national convention, and the title of 
the show, The Social Viewpoint in Art, was intentionally 
elastic. However, the announcement of the exhibition in 
the Daily Worker suggests that it was also conceived to 
highlight the difference between ‘the revolutionary view- 
point on the one hand, and the unclear though sympa- 
thetic social viewpoint on the other’. This is confirmed 
by the brief catalogue introduction, which claimed that 
many of the invited artists ‘simply depict the scene 
around them’, while the jRc artists were ‘striving to 
create an art that will not only illustrate the social scene, 
but will express its most significant element, the revolu- 
tionary class struggle.’ To make the point, the works by 
JRC members were distinguished by signs from those 
of the invited participants. At an opening attended by 
500 people, Burck, Lozowick and Ralph Pearson all 
gave addresses on the theme of revolutionary art, so 
that the exhibition’s pedagogic intent must have been 
transparent.'* 

Much larger than the aca exhibition, this second 
show had 200 works in a range of different media 
(including sculptures) by too artists. Some of the main- 
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33 (right) Thomas Hart 
Benton, The Engineer's 
Dream, 1931, oil on panel, 
29 /, x 41°/,in., Memphis 
Brooks Museum of Art, 
Memphis, Tennessee; Eugenia 
Burton Whitnel Funds, 75.1. 
© T. H. Benton and R. P. 
Benton Testamentary 
Trust/Licensed by vaca, New 
York, N.Y. 


34 (facing page top) Isabel 
Bishop, Fourteenth Street, 
1932, oil on canvas, 14 X 26 
in., private collection. 


stays of the yrc were absent or barely represented: for 
instance, Gropper did not show, and Gellert and Burck 
showed only one work each. Lozowick exhibited five 
lithographs of Soviet Tajikistan, but these hardly looked 
militant. In contrast, there was a group of artists 
not connected with the left who had several exhibits, 
notably Thomas Hart Benton (4), John Steuart Curry 
(1), Kenneth Hayes Miller (4) and Isabel Bishop (3). In 
addition, George Grosz and Kathe Kollwitz were repre- 
sented by 4 works each, and Orozco and Siqueiros by 4 
and 1 respectively. A number of older American leftists — 
Maurice Becker, Boardman Robinson, Eugene Higgins 
and the recently deceased Glenn Coleman — were also 
included. It fell largely on the younger, less well-known 
artists of the John Reed Club to advance the new revo- 
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lutionary art. 
I want to consider this diverse display under three 


heads: (1) social scene imagery by artists without any left 
commitments; (2) social scene imagery by politicised 
artists and (3) pictures that explicitly manifested a 
political standpoint. Among the first, the four works 
by Benton and the four by Miller particularly attracted 
the disapproval of Meyer Schapiro when he reviewed the 
exhibition for New Masses. Benton’s work he described 
as ‘“American Life”’ ‘conceived as a meaningless, tur- 
bulent activity’, ‘arranged in banal and cynical contrasts, 
rendered in a pretentiously virile manner.’ Miller’s work 
was dismissed as ‘fat shoppers issuing from department 
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stores.’ Schapiro referred to Benton’s Whitney Museum 
murals of 1932 to define the artist’s social vision, but he 
was clearly correct that the pictures Benton showed in 
The Social Viewpoint in Art of a trainwreck, cowboys, 
African Americans shooting crap and cotton picking 
were essentially picturesque Americana (fig. 33). 
(Although Schapiro does not mention it, he can hardly 
have failed to notice that Benton’s Whitney panel Politi- 
cal Business and Intellectual Ballyhoo included a caricat- 
ural Jewish type holding a copy of New Masses.'’) And 
while Miller’s pseudo-Florentine matrons out shopping 
could be interpreted as a satire on an overstuffed bour- 
geoisie, they are too classicised and Junoesque to be 
effective as such, and Miller’s politics were actually quite 
conservative.'* By contrast, his pupil Isabel Bishop did 
represent emphatically proletarian types, almost invari- 
ably in the shape of unemployed working men and shop 
girls in the region of 14th Street and Union Square. But 
if, as I suspect, the Fourteenth Street Bishop showed at 
the Reed Club was the picture illustrated here (fig. 34), 
then it is evident that it was essentially a modern genre 
painting of minor social intercourse. Like many of 
Bishop’s paintings, this suggests a tenderness for ordi- 
nary folk at the same time as it turns them into pic- 
turesque matter. Whatever its value as painting, it hardly 
signifies a definite political stance.” 

Under the second head, we might place the works 
shown by Marsh (2), Laning (1), Reisman (5) and 





Sternberg (4). Like Bishop, both Marsh and Laning had 
studied with Miller, and his clearly articulated composi- 
tional structures and obvious references to Renaissance 


and Baroque art were a key influence on their work. 
However, both artists at times displayed a concern with 
political and social realities that brought them closer to 
the ethos of revolutionary art. 

Partly because of his patronage by the Whitney 
Museum, Marsh (1898-1954) is well known as a painter 
of New York low life, and also as a gifted printmaker. He 
came from a well-to-do background and was Yale edu- 
cated, and his work is associated with a voyeuristic 
vision of working-class sexuality and popular pleasures. 
His friend Lloyd Goodrich described his personal politics 
as ‘somewhat left of centre’, but claimed his art was 
‘completely apolitical’. However, this claim bears discus- 
sion. Like many of the artists we have been considering, 
Marsh started as a newspaper and magazine illustrator, 
working for the New York Daily News, and later for the 
New Yorker, Esquire and other magazines. But he had 
also contributed to The Liberator and New Masses, and 
was listed among the ‘art staff’ of the latter in January 
1934. It is hard to see some of Marsh’s early contribu- 
tions to New Masses, such as the two drawings repre- 
senting the White Terror in Roumania which appeared in 
the issue of November 1926, as anything but political, 
and he also provided social satires among which were the 
brilliant cartoon of bloated plutocrats in Attaboy! of the 


35 Reginald Marsh, Attaboy!, from New Masses, April 1927, 
Tamiment Institute Library, New York University. 
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d Marsh, Tenth Avenue at 27th Street, 1931, etching, from the portfolio ‘30 etchings and engravings’ restruck in 1969, sheet: 13 Ne 
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37. Edward Laning, Unlawful Assembly, Union Square, 1931, tempera on composition board, 14'/s x 36in., Collection of Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Isabel Bishop, 84.59. 


Revolutionary Art on Display: The John Reed Clubs and the Whitney Museum 


following April (fig. 35). However, with the exception of 
a single image of police clubbing demonstrators in April 
1933, he did not contribute between December 1927 and 
February 1934. | have no explanation as to why this 
might be, but it was clearly not the effect of ‘some 
estrangement between Marsh and the John Reed Club, 
since he exhibited there with Jacob Burck (a personal 
friend) in January 1932 and was on the faculty of the Art 
School in 1933-4. Marsh was certainly not as apolitical 
in his art as Goodrich claimed, but it is possible he was 
not at ease socially with the young Jewish radicals of the 
Club and refused to accept the sectarian polarities that 
made socialists and independent Marxists like Calverton 
‘social fascists’. (In 1932 he had taken part in an exhibi- 
tion ‘to further socialism through art’ at the Socialist 
Rand School.*°) 

It is unclear whether Marsh showed paintings or 
prints at the Social Viewpoint in Art, and several of his 
motifs were developed in both media. Whichever, Tenth 
Avenue (fig. 36) was an image of unemployed men 
lounging on a street corner, most of them too dejected 
even to eye up the office girl or prostitute crossing the 
street near them. Locomotives is likely to have been an 
etching or lithograph of railway workers in the Erie 
Yards in Jersey City.*! Although Marsh’s perspective and 
figure groupings are sharply defined, the idiom is essen- 
tially that of genre painting, and street corner scenes 
such as Tenth Avenue had been a common Ashcan 
School subject. 

His friend Laning, by contrast, was one of those 
concerned to revive a grand style of muralism — but a 
grand style applied to modern American subjects. Born 
in Petersburg, Illinois, in 1906, Laning studied at the 
Chicago Art Institute, before moving to New York and 
becoming a student at the Art Students League where 
Miller taught. Laning’s style at this time was charac- 
terised by tight drawing, crisply defined spatial structures 
and harsh, bright colours. Within patterns derived from 
Renaissance and Baroque painting, he fitted well-dressed 
crowds, beggars on 14th Street, street vendors selling 
hats on 34th Street and holiday makers in Central Park. 
At the John Reed Club, he showed a small tempera panel 
titled Unlawful Assembly (fig. 37), representing mounted 
police breaking up the great Communist-organised 
unemployment demonstration in Union Square of 6 
March 1930. This is an accomplished painting, but the 
precisely calculated style makes it less emotionally imme- 
diate than some of the other works on show.” 

In comparison with Marsh and Laning, Philip 
Reisman (1904-92) and Harry Sternberg (b. 1904) were 
far more the type of the proletarian artist, and for a time 


they shared a studio together.’® Reisman was a promi- 
nent member of the John Reed Club and had been an 
occasional contributor to New Masses since 1928. His 
family had emigrated from Poland in 1908, and like 
many others settled in the slums of the Lower East Side. 
He took part-time jobs as a soda jerk and waiter to 
support himself while studying at the Art Students 
League from 1922 to 1927. Sternberg, the child of 
Austro-Hungarian parents, was actually born on the 
Lower East Side and had a similar succession of odd jobs 
in his student days. Although he contributed to New 
Masses as early as 1927, Sternberg was not a member 
of the club.2* Like the artists of the ‘Fourteenth Street 
School’, both found their subjects partly in lower 
downtown New York although Sternberg roamed more 
widely. Reisman’s early paintings and studies of the 
Bowery represent a social world that also drew Marsh, 
and a 1934 tempera panel of Store Windows takes 
the same motif as Miller's Fourteenth Street (also in 
the exhibition) but accentuates the social contrasts. 
However, where Reisman’s work differs from that of 
these artists is in his preoccupation with themes from the 
immigrant proletarian milieu he knew so well. In this 
respect, he is like Gold’s model proletarian artist who 
finds his subject in immediate experience, and, as I have 
shown elsewhere, there are striking parallels between 
some of his motifs and images in Jews Without Money. 
The five works Reisman contributed to The Social 
Viewpoint in Art were probably all etchings — although 
it is impossible to be certain of this since he sometimes 
developed the same motif in both paintings and 
prints. Reisman studied etching with Harry Wickey in 
1927-8, but never achieved any technical dexterity. His 
simple additive compositions and clumsy drawing may 
stand as some kind of equivalent to Gold’s notion of a 
proletarian art unconcerned with issues of style, and 
simply a ‘natural flower’ of its environment. Soda Foun- 
tain (fig. 38), no. 139 in the exhibition, was a record of 
Reisman’s own experience of underpaid tedious labour. 
It is arguable that such images bespeak direct experience 
in their gauche perspectives and seemingly random accu- 
mulations of detail and explicit refusal of the artful man- 
nerisms of Marsh and Laning. While that is certainly 
how the Daily Worker's art critic saw them, they still 
hardly amount to more than artless genre imagery.” 
The titles of Sternberg’s four exhibits suggest that they 
too were etchings. In fact, Sternberg had also studied the 
medium with Wickey, although-he was far more adept 
than Reisman and in 1933 was appointed instructor 
in etching, lithography and composition at the Art 
Students League. The works he showed were a street 
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38 (above) Philip Reisman, Soda Fountain, 1928, etching, 4 * 
4in., College Art Collections, University College London. 


40 (facing page) Harry Sternberg, Construction, 1932, etching 
and aquatint, 10!/,in. diameter, 13/3 x 10 /sin. plate mark, Susan 


Teller Gallery, New York. 





39 (below) Walter Quirt, The Future Belongs to the Workers, 
1933, oil on gesso panel, whereabouts unknown, from Creative 
Art, March 1933. 


scene, Broadway #1; two images of locomotives and 
railroad workers, very close to Marsh’s prints of such 
motifs; and a tondo composition of a riveter silhouetted 
against a background of towering skyscrapers titled 
Construction (fig. 40). While Broadway #1 is broadly 
comparable in theme to Bishop’s Fourteenth Street (see 
fig. 3.4), it is far more suggestive of urban anomie in its 
compression and bustle — appropriately, considering that 
it represents midtown at Broadway and 42nd Street. In 
his prints of labour Sternberg tends to bring his figures 
nearer in the foreground plane than Marsh, and this 
gives them an heroic aspect Marsh’s lack. However, if 
such prints inject a conscious proletarianism into the 
genre of the urban picturesque they still work within the 
limits of its naturalistic conventions. The heavily phalli- 
cised hero of Construction, whose body seems to thrust 
aside the buildings of corporate New York and make 
them dance to his rhythms, does step outside those con- 
ventions and brings us closer to the idiom of the cartoon 
and the mural. This was also a characteristic of Stern- 
berg’s other more directly political prints of this period.”° 

Among the paintings and sculptures that impressed 
reviewers as ‘tirades or homilies’ were contributions 
from Bard, Nicolai Cikovsky, Camilo Egas, Irwin D. 
Hoffman, Ben Kopman, Paul Meltsner, Orozco, Quirt, 
Refregier, Ribak, Siegel and Adolf Wolff. I have been 
unable to locate most of these works but some were 
reproduced in the art press so that we can at least form 
an impression of them.?” Quirt’s The Future Belongs 
to the Workers (fig. 39) was a carefully painted small 
panel, only 10 x 18 inches. The clearly articulated indus- 
trial landscape and formalised groupings are reminiscent 
of Quattrocento painting, but injected into this is a new 
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mythical narrative of rising class consciousness, from 


ve martyrdom of the worker through to the mixed 
racial group rallying round the Communist banner on 
the right.” By contrast, Nicolai Cikovsky’s ‘We Want 
Bread!’ (fig. 41) appears to be in a more straight- 
forwardly naturalist style. Although he was a member of 


he John Reed Club by 1931, Cikovksy was at the start 


»f a successful career. In 1930-31, he had two one-man 


Dy 


hows at the Daniel Gallery, and in the second of these 


ears his painting Valley won the Harris bronze medal at 





ne Chicago Annual. ‘We Want Bread!’ is really a some- 
what academic conception, and contrasts with the 
compressed space and dramatic gestures of Hoffman’s 
Miner’s Child (fig. 42) and In Dixieland, which are 
reminiscent of German Expressionist devices.” 

It will be evident that there was no commonality of 
approach even among those who were most intent in 
getting over a directly political message. The catalogue 
claimed that ‘the present period demands the creation 
of a new art — an art not necessarily new in form, but 
new in expression.’ In fact, among the 200 works on 
show, only Stuart Davis’s French Factory (fig. 43) seems 
to have been overtly modernist in technique, and it 
clearly looked out of place to the reviewers — ‘a pale, 
linear, disemotionalized construction’. Indeed, Anita 
Brenner, writing in The Nation, praised the political 
ambition of the exhibition but accused the club’s artists 
of not understanding that the forms of modernist paint- 








i!’, whereabouts unknown, from 





ing were in themselves revolutionary devices: ‘they 





nuary 35, Mz Memorial Library, 
Bras oee users Nacmor ala tbiaty cannot adequately and movingly paint or carve their 


time and place in the technical and emotional terms of 

another age.”*” 
This, however, was not the complaint of Meyer 
D. Hoffman, Miner’s Child, whereabouts unknown, from Schapiro’s review. Schapiro acknowledged that the 
exhibition was ‘the first large important enterprise of 
the club in promoting an active revolutionary art’, but 
found that ‘More than half the objects shown express no 





revolutionary ideas; and of the rest, only a few reenact 
for the worker in simple plastic language the crucial 
situations of his class.’ The problem was partly that 
the ‘social viewpoint in art’ was an empty category, 
that could accommodate almost anything. However, 
Schapiro’s main objection was that the yrc artists were 
trying to make a united front with the wrong people, 
and specifically with Benton, whom he accused of the 
same ‘vague liberalism’ as his critical defender Thomas 
Craven. As he noted, ‘the concern with American life’ 
was ‘to some degree a chauvinistic response of American 
critics and painters to the competition of French 
art’ (as indeed was the technical conservatism of 
painters such as Marsh and Laning).*! The exhibition 
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he would have liked would have been a small show 
comprising: 


a carefully prepared series of pictures, illustrating 
phases of the daily struggle . . . It could have included 
examples of cooperative work by artists — series of 
prints, with a connected content for cheap circulation; 
cartoons for newspapers and magazines; posters; 
banners; signs; illustrations of slogans; historical pic- 
tures of the revolutionary tradition of America. Such 
pictures have a clear value in the fight for freedom. 


Responding for the exhibition committee, Jacob Burck 
accused Schapiro of not wanting a united front at all, 
and therefore of taking a sectarian position. His stance 
was also ‘Trotskyist’ because he did not seem to accept 
painting as ‘a legitimate medium for revolutionary cul- 
tural expression’ — proletarian art must ‘await the final 
victory of the working class’, and in the meantime only 
agitational art would do. Although Schapiro was not a 
Trotskyist (at this point or later), Burck’s accusation was 
otherwise close to the mark. 

For Schapiro, the key issue was that social viewpoints 
expressed in the paintings were ‘too various’ to offer guid- 
ance. Reportedly, ‘{t]}he undogmatic character of the exhi- 
bition was the despair of the more uncompromising 
members of the club’,* and while Schapiro was probably 
not a club member, he seems to have identified 
with this faction. At a symposium at the exhibition on 10 
February, Schapiro (speaking in the guise of his nom de 
plume John Kwait) argued that ‘vital propaganda can be 
great art, and... the revolutionary artist does not only 
devote himself to propaganda but builds a monument and 
makes a record of the present struggles of the workers, 
and glorifies their part in building a new social order.’ 
However, this uncompromising conception of the revolu- 
tionary artist’s role was difficult to reconcile with the 
desire of artists to make paintings of recognisable quality 
in the here and now that would also be saleable. As for 
the dichotomy between utility and quality, Schapiro sug- 
gested it did not exist. The latter would simply come 
through the former. One might have expected Burck, of 
all people, to have agreed with him on this, but like many 
artists he may have made quite a firm distinction between 
his ephemeral cartoon work and his paintings. Perhaps, 
more to the point, Schapiro’s criticism, in its unyielding 
attitude to wavering artists and intellectuals, was simply 
out of step with yrc national policy.” 

Its scale and the publicity it received ensured that The 
Social Viewpoint in Art did a great deal to establish the 
John Reed Club as a presence in the New York art scene. 
It also reportedly drew so many visitors that it had to be 








43 Stuart Davis, Adit No. 2 (exhibited as French Factory?), 1928, oil 
on canvas, 287/s x 23°/,in., courtesy, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift 
of the William H. Lane Foundation, 1990.394. © Stuart Davis/Licensed 
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extended for two weeks, and was attended in droves by 
members of ‘trade unions and workers’ organizations’.** 
But as a tactic for bringing artist fellow-travellers into 
the movement, it does not seem to have been much of a 
success. Given the terms within which it was conceived 
this is hardly surprising, since the works of the non- 
members were included mainly to serve as a foil to those 
of the members. Benton, Bishop, Marsh, Miller and 
Curry never exhibited with the club again, and later 
exhibitions were smaller and more narrowly focussed. 


HUNGER Fascism War (1933-1934) 


The second annual show, Hunger Fascism War: The 
World Crisis Expressed in Art, which was on display 
from 8 December 1933 to 7 January 1934, took its title 
from the codewords of the party’s critique of the New 
Deal. It comprised 120 works by 77 artists (selected 
from a much larger number submitted by 140), of whom 
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over half were not club members according to the Daily 
Worker. However, according to Lozowick’s review, 
despite being smaller it was ‘in some respects superior’ 
to its predecessor because the theme was ‘less diffuse’ 
and the works more consistently displayed ‘a militant 
class consciousness’. The exhibition was opened with a 
lecture by Freeman on ‘Art and the Revolution’, and 
further lectures were scheduled throughout its duration. 

Significantly, I think, Lozowick starts his review with 
the contributions of George Biddle and Laning, who 
were already successful gallery artists and probably 
not club members. (Although we should note that the 
Daily Worker’s review specifically attributed to Laning 
a ‘Marxian viewpoint’.**) Biddle (1885-1973) came 
from an haut bourgeois Philadelphia family, and had 
graduated with a law degree from Harvard before he 
went to Paris and began studying art. He returned to 
the Americas in 1926, and two years later travelled 
round Mexico with Rivera. Despite his patrician con- 
nections, Biddle responded positively to the intense 
politicisation of the 1930s art world, participating in the 
new collective organisations and approving the growth 
of political awareness among artists. Yet he was 
emphatic that he was not a Communist, and he was, in 
actuality, an ardent New Deal liberal. This position was 
entirely incongruous with the current CPUSA line, but 
Biddle was doubtless welcomed by the jrc as a left- 
moving intellectual who needed to be wooed. He, in 
turn, favoured the club because it was the ‘one gallery in 
New York’ where artists could appropriately hang 
works that addressed serious social themes.”” 

Biddle’s commitment to a species of progressivism was 
entirely consonant with a deeply felt loathing of social 
injustice and poverty, and he had already exhibited a 
lithograph on the theme of Sacco and Vanzetti at The 
Social Viewpoint in Art.” Hunger, which he showed in 
Hunger Fascism War, was the melodramatic large 
canvas later retitled Starvation (fig. 44). Although in oil, 
this aspires to the monumentality and simplicity of a 
mural. Biddle’s other exhibit, Tom Mooney, was pre- 
sumably his portrait lithograph of the imprisoned 
labour martyr.” Lozowick found that Hunger suggested 
‘an element of despair, of defeatism’. By comparison, 
Laning’s Relief — which showed supercilious-looking, 
bourgeois hurrying by a resentful crowd outside a relief 
station — presented ‘a wider perspective by a skilful con- 
frontation and characterization of the two classes at 
war.” This points to one of the central requirements of 
revolutionary art: the artist was expected to show ‘the 
will to struggle’. Too much concentration on misery and 
suffering was seen as a kind of romantic indulgence. 
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44 George Biddle, Starvation, 1933, oil on canvas, collection of 
Michael Biddle. 


The club artists whom Lozowick singled out for a 
combination of ‘militant ideology’ and ‘good pictorial 
quality’ included Bryson, Cikovsky, Seymour Fogel, 
Gropper, Hoffman, Kopman, Hideo Noda, Orozco, 
Quirt, Ribak, Shahn, Stavenitz, Chuzo Tamotzu and Sol 
Wilson.*! However, he also emphasized the unevenness 
of the display, and the difficulty of the objective: “The 
aim to depict hunger, Fascism, war not as congealed 
facts but as dynamic processes, to describe them not 
merely empirically but from a definite class viewpoint 
... is a very difficult as well as a high aim.’ One picture 
on show that attempted to address these problems was 
Philip Evergood’s Mine Disaster (fig. 45),"° a large paint- 
ing, 39 x 69 inches, that clearly demonstrates the artist’s 
cosmopolitan training. Educated mainly in England, 
Evergood attended the Slade School of Art in 1921-3. 
Between 1923 and 1931 he divided his time between the 
United States and Europe, including periods in Paris, 
where he studied with André Lhote and Stanley Hayter, 
and visits to Italy and Spain. He returned to the United 
States for good in 1931, and in 1933 attended forums at 
the John Reed Club. However, he did not join, perhaps 
partly because he was a member of the parallel Pierre 
Degeyter Club for musicians, for whose meeting rooms 
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he painted a mural. In formal terms, the basis of 
Evergood’s aesthetic had been laid in the 1920s, when he 
painted chiefly biblical subjects in a style described not 
inaptly by the New York Herald Tribune ‘as suggestive 
of Delacroix, and that hints from Picasso.’ That is to say, 
it was painterly, in a high key of colour and indicated a 
familiarity with the spatial ambiguities and expressive 
drawing of Picasso’s Blue and Pink Periods. But if the 
foundations of the style were already there, it was now 
turned to new effect — and not just because of the shift 
from biblical to contemporary social themes. In par- 
ticular, in 1933-4 Evergood sharpened his colour and 
began to use it in a more discordant way.’ 

Mine Disaster, which may have been prompted by the 
wave of union organising and strikes that swept through 
the coalfields in 1933, is divided into three sections 
described by the artist as ‘Labor in Darkness, the Rescue 
Squad & Tragedy of Entombment’. In the left-hand 
section miners toil with rock drills behind a foreground 
figure who holds a red flag but also incongruously 
smokes a cigarette. On the right the disaster itself takes 
place. Figures are shown disappearing or half buried 
after a cave-in, while a rescuer in a respirator seeks to 
pull clear a wounded miner placed suggestively near a 
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45 Philip Evergood, Mine Disaster, 1933, oil on canvas, 39 x 69 in., private collection. 


black coffin. In the centre the rescue squad prepares to 
descend, but the tragedy facing the miner’s family in the 
left foreground is already foretold by that coffin. The 
complex narrative structure of the picture partly reflects 
Evergood’s engagement with mural painting at this time, 
and effectively this is an adaptation of formal devices 
from Trecento and Quattrocento painting to new pur- 
poses. In the context of the John Reed Club, Evergood’s 
near grotesque proletarian types, his fawx-naif spatial 
effects and garish colour may well have seemed incon- 
gruously Expressionistic, and Lozowick made no 
mention of the painting in his review despite its scale 
and evident ambition. Indeed, he may have seen in it 
something akin to those ‘utterly non-revolutionary 
motifs, decadent by their nature’ for which Elistratova 
had criticised Siporin’s Southern Holiday (see fig. 12) in 
1932, and passed over it in silence.” 

Despite his criticisms of some of the exhibits, 
sm War. 
But it does not seem to have had much success with the 





Lozowick generally approved of Hunger Fas 


mainstream art world, being scarcely reviewed outside 
the Communist press."° Two general issues arise in 
connection with the second annual exhibition, although 
they are not peculiar to it. Firstly, there is the role of 
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46 (right) Eitaro 
Ishigaki, Unemployed 
Demonstration 
(American Cossacks), 
1932, oil on canvas, 

35 X 41 /,in., Museum 
of Western Art, Moscow. 


47 (facing page) Hideo 
Noda, Scottsboro Boys, 
1933, watercolour and 
gouache, 10°/s x 
16'/,in., Shinano Dessin 
Museum, Japan. 


Japanese artists within the club. Eitaro Ishigaki (1893- 
1958) — who was a founding member — contributed to 
all of the club’s main exhibitions, and Chuzo Tamotzu 
(1888-1975) was seen as sufficiently important to be 
considered for inclusion in a series of monographs on 
revolutionary artists projected by the International 
Bureau of Revolutionary Artists.*” Ishigaki, who had 
emigrated to the us in 1909 was already active in 
Greenwich Village radical circles at the time of the First 
World War, and he and Tamotzu (who came in 1920) 
both showed with the Society of Independent Artists in 
the twenties. In a departure from the New York genre 
scenes that comprised most of his exhibits hitherto, in 
1929 Ishigaki sent in Undefeated Arm (National 
Museum of Art, Tokyo), a composition centring on the 
forearm of a brawny worker, who wields a mighty 
hammer against a chain. Ishigaki had clearly converted 
to the ideal of revolutionary art, and throughout the 
early 1930s he produced poster-like canvases on revolu- 
tionary themes (fig. 46). ‘I Will Not Speak’, a picture of 
a naked female revolutionary being tortured with a cig- 
arette, Ishigaki’s contribution to Hunger Fascism War, 
does not seem to have survived.** 
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More interesting than either Ishigaki or Tamotzu is 


Hideo Noda (1908-1939). Born in California but 
mainly educated in Japan, Noda had watched Rivera 
painting The Making of a Fresco in the California 
School of Fine Arts while he was a student there, and 
was one of Rivera’s assistants at Rockefeller Center. In 
1931 he moved to the east coast at the suggestion of 
Arnold Blanch, and settled in Woodstock. Among his 
artist acquaintances were Grosz and Kuniyoshi, and his 
summary drawing style and montage-like compositions 
suggest the influence of the former, while his colouring 
and use of emphatic painterly textures suggest that of 
the latter. Noda showed five works at Hunger Fascism 
War, of which none can be securely identified. However, 
the tempera now known as Scottsboro Boys (fig. 47) 
may be the exhibit titled Alabama or a related work. 
Overlaid on the realities of New York depicted here - 
the El, the barber’s shop, the homeless men sleeping on 
newspapers — are ghostly figures, one of whom repre- 
sents Haywood Patterson, who was sentenced to death 
for a second time in April 1933, only to be reprieved 
in June. Through their fragmentary compositions and 
strange perspectives, such works suggested a far more 





complex and subjective notion of revolutionary con- 
sciousness than the works of Ishigaki and the other 
stalwarts of proletarianism. In 1934, Noda returned to 
Japan, apparently to work for the Communist under- 
ground there.* 

Concern over Japanese expansionism 1n Manchuria 
and China, and the role of Japanese Americans in sus- 
taining the Communist Party of Japan, gave a kind of 
topicality to Japanese American art, which explains why 
the aca Gallery put on an exhibition devoted to it in 
early 1935.°’ However, there remains a question as to 
whether the orientation of Japanese American artists 
was primarily to Japanese cultural groups, such as the 
Japanese Proletarian Artists’ League and the Japanese 
Workers’ Camera Club, and only secondarily to the yre. 
This is partly a question of how ethnicity was negotiated 
within the Communist movement generally, to which 
the current state of research does not permit an answer, 

The second issue is that of the women members. In 
addition to established women artists such as Peggy 
Bacon (who had contributed to both The Liberator and 
New Masses) and Lydia Gibson (the wife of Robert 
Minor),*! the John Reed Club had also provided a space 


for less well-known figures such as the gifted Bernarda 
Bryson (b. 1903) and Sara Berman (1892-1978), both 
of whom showed in Hunger Fascism War. Bryson had 
joined the Communist Party in Columbus, Ohio, before 
moving to New York, and had helped organise an unem- 
ployment march there. Although she played an impor- 
tant role as an artist activist, she was not a member of 
the club and has recalled being ‘repelled’ by the sectarian 
intolerance of some of its members. Such attitudes even- 
tually caused her to leave the Communist movement, 
but at the time of Hunger Fascism War she was, to 
judge from her Daily Worker review, fully identified 
with it.” 

Berman, who was among the club’s charter members, 





came out of the same st European Jewish culture 
as many of them. Born in Russian Poland, she had 
studied art and travelled in Europe before emigrating to 
the United States in her teens, where she became a 
garment worker and organiser for the International 
Ladies Garment Workers’ Union. Berman’s loose 
Expressionistic style is comparable to that of a number 
of other artists of the left at this time, including Ever- 
good, Kainen and Solman. What seems significant here 
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48 Sara Berman, drawing of the Battle of Wilmington, from 
New Masses, January 1933, Tamiment Institute Library, New 
York University. 


is that the work of women artists within the club was 
never seen to need any separate attention in reviews. The 
fact that Berman took part in the Hunger March on 
Washington in December 1932 and, along with several 
other Party members, was injured by the police in the so- 
called Battle of Wilmington called forth no comment on 
her gender (fig. 48).°? That the category of proletarian 
artist was heavily masculinised there is no doubt. But the 
Party’s commitment to involving women in the struggle 
and its nominal devotion to sexual equality meant women 
could not be excluded from it, and their contribution to 
proletarian literature could hardly be gainsaid. What 
could not be articulated, at least in print, were the special 
problems women revolutionary arists faced as such. 

A third annual, Revolutionary Front — 1934, was 
staged in Noyember-December of the same year. 
Although Alexander’s review in New Masses claimed 
that this was ‘by far the most successful’ rc exhibition 
to date, the fact that it comprised only fifty-seven works 
by forty-nine artists suggests that the club was diminish- 
ing in importance as an exhibition centre and Buro 
minutes from the end of 1934 recommended that group 
shows be put on outside the club’s rooms.” 


STRUGGLE FOR NEGRO RIGHTS (1935) 


The last of the yrc shows to be discussed here was also 
the most politically focussed. Struggle for Negro Rights, 
which was held at the aca Gallery in March 1935, was 
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organised by the club in conjunction with the Artists’ 
Union, Artists Committee of Action, the League of 
Struggle for Negro Rights (LSNR), International Labor 
Defense (1LD) and The Vanguard. All these organisations 
were initiated by or linked with the Communist Party. 
The tsnr, which had been set up by the Party in 1930, 
mainly organised protests against lynching, but it also 
ran a campaign against workplace discrimination in 
Harlem in 1934. The Vanguard was a group of Harlem 
intellectuals and artists centred on Louise Thompson 
(who later became a Party leader) and the sculptor 
Augusta Savage. As well as sponsoring political forums 
and various artistic activities, it set up a Marxist study 
circle. Aaron Douglas, the only black artist on the 
exhibition organising committee, was a member of 
this. Although earlier John Reed Club exhibitions had 
included several works directed against lynching and 
racial oppression, the circumstance that prompted the 
staging of Struggle for Negro Rights was a call for 
an anti-lynching exhibition put out by the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(naacp). That Struggle for Negro Rights was initiated as 
a rival to the NAACP’s show was made explicit in the 
committee’s own appeal statement.” 

To understand this seemingly distasteful jockeying 
for position over the most horrific aspect of American 
racism, we need to consider relations between the NAACP 
and the Communist Party in the early 1930s. Partly as a 
result of Comintern promptings, the cpusa had given 
increasing attention to the special problems of ‘Negro 
oppression’ since 1928. The Comintern had effectively 
imposed on the Party a Stalinist interpretation of 
African Americans as a subject national minority that 
should be encouraged to struggle for self-determination 
within the so-called Black Belt - a string of counties 
across the Southern states in which African Americans 
were the majority population. In 1930-31 the Party 
began to increase its activities among African Americans 
through the Lsnr, the Trade Union Unity League and the 
Unemployed Councils in Chicago and Harlem. These 
activities were given a new urgency by the upsurge in 
lynchings in the early 1930s. 

While the Naacr offered an explanation of lynching in 
class terms as the product of the economic deprivation 
of Southern whites, it did not share the Communist 
view of it as a practice deliberately orchestrated by the 
Southern ruling class ‘to terrorize the Negro into 
submission’.“° However, the action that brought the 
Communist Party into direct conflict with the NAACP 
was the defence campaign for the Scottsboro Boys — nine 
young African Americans who were framed for and 
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eventually convicted of raping two young white women 
in Alabama in 1931. The role of the Communist- 
dominated International Labor Defense in defending 
the victims, and the numerous direct action protests 
organised by the Party to prevent a legal lynching, were 
strongly criticised by the predominantly middle-class 
NAACP, despite the fact that its own tactics were com- 
pletely ineffectual. Although the reputation of the 1Lp 
was tarnished when its lawyers attempted to bribe a 
witness in autumn 1934, the energy of the Communists’ 
Scottsboro campaign helped to make the Party an 
increasingly significant force in Harlem politics.” 
Another factor that contributed to its rising status was 
the 1Lp’s defence of Angelo Herndon, a young black 
Communist who was arrested in 1931 after organising 
unemployed demonstrations in Atlanta, Georgia, and 
sentenced to twenty years on a chain gang for ‘inciting 
to insurrection’. Herndon wrote the introduction, 
‘Pictures Can Fight!’, for the Struggle for Negro Rights 
catalogue, and in it accused the Naacp of barring the 
ILD and LsNR from any role in its exhibition.* 

It will come as no surprise that Alexander’s review 
of the exhibition in New Masses paired and contrasted 
it with the NAacP’s An Art Commentary on Lynching. 
Alexander drew an analogy between the exhibitions 
and two contrasting African American characters in 
the Theatre Union play Stevedore, one a ‘“bad nigger” ’ 
who resists oppression, and the other a ‘ “good nigger”’ 
who is obsequious and a ‘spineless traitor to his people 
and his class’.*’ On the basis of the racial composition 
of the exhibitors, this hardly seems a fair judgement. 
Several of those who showed at An Art Commentary on 
Lynching were black, but while Herndon’s catalogue 
introduction implies that some of those exhibitors in 
Struggle for Negro Rights were, Alexander’s review 
strangely does not name them. Although Aaron Douglas 
was on the committee for the exhibition, he did not 
show, and indeed, among the forty-four artists whose 
work had been selected by ‘a jury composed of Negro 
and White representatives from labor and art groups’, I 
have been able to identify none as African American.” 
However, one thing that may have distinguished the list 
of exhibitors was the large numbers of Jewish 
Americans among the Aca group, and the experience of 
anti-Semitism gave Jewish artists a kind of emotional 
identification with other kinds of racial oppression. 

Alexander did acknowledge an overlap between the 
two exhibitions, and praised works by Biddle, Cadmus 
and Marsh in the naacp show. (In fact, five artists 
showed in both.) However, Struggle for Negro Rights 
was inevitably marked by an overall effect of greater 
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THE SCOTTSBORO LEGAL LYNCHING—The face of the NAACP, with the arms of the bowen, 


49 Hugo Gellert, The Scottsboro Legal Lynching - The Face 
of the NAACP, with the Arms of the Bosses, from New Masses, February 


1932, Marx Memorial Library, London. 


militancy — the ‘absence of religious “praying pictures”, 
and more important, the presence of “fighting pic- 
tures”.’ Whether this was actually the case we cannot 
tell, but within the logic of Communist criticism it had 
to be claimed as so. Predictably, Alexander preferred 
works that ‘explain lynching graphically and _plasti- 
cally’, and these included exhibits by Burck, Gellert (fig. 
49), Hilton, Quirt and Siegel. Perhaps because the artist 
showed in both exhibitions, Alexander did not include 
in this list Sternberg’s lithograph Southern Holiday (fg. 
50), which seems precisely to meet these requirements. 
As Marlene Park has observed, the pillars and factory 
chimneys amplify the image of castration. But they also 
do more than this. The pillars symbolise the decaying 
Southern aristocracy in their broken and fractured 
forms — flaking stucco reveals mundane brick. The plan- 
tation aristocracy gives way to the ominous chimneys 
of the new industrial South towering behind, which 
demands the terrorisation of the black proletariat. The 
little church in the shadow of the factory is complicit in 
this order of things. This concatenation of forces has 
produced the hideously mutilated figure who looms out 
towards us from the immediate foreground. Alexander 
may have been unsettled by the sexual explicitness 
of Sternberg’s image, and neither did he mention 
Evergood’s powerful drawing ‘That's the Man!’ (fig. 52), 
which vividly critiques the myth that lynching was 
caused by African American males insulting or raping 
white women." 
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50 Harry Sternberg, Southern Holiday, 1935, lithograph, 21°/, x 15%/sin., 51 Aaron Goodelman, Necklace, bronze, 23 x 6 x 4 


Endowment Association Art Collection, Edwin A. Ulrich Museum of Art, 


Wichita State University, Wichita, Kansas. 


Another work from the show that merits discussion 
is Aaron Goodelman’s bronze Necklace (fig. 51). 
Goodelman (1890-1978) emigrated to the United 
States from Bessarabia in 1904 and had an extended 
academic training, during which he supported himself 
by various factory jobs. The form of Necklace draws on 
the type of fragmented figures initiated by Rodin and 
developed by numerous early twentieth-century sculp- 
tors. Again I note the willingness of artists in and around 
the party to utilise modernist devices when occasion 
demanded. (Chaim Gross, Minna Harkavy and Nat 
Werner are other instances among the sculptors.) Like 
Evergood’s lynch victim, the figure in Necklace is youth- 
fully slender, almost androgynous in quality, with 
diminutive genitals. The arms crossed over behind the 
back not only create a satisfying formal symmetry but 
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in., museum purchase, Kristie A. Jayne Fund with the 
co-operation of the Goodelman family, 1990-158, The 
Jewish Museum of New York/Art Resource, N.Y. 


also reinforce the effect of powerlessness. Closed eyes 
and passive expression give dignity to the figure, and this 
is reinforced by the exaggeratedly noble forehead. 
Rather than the agony that wracks the figure in 
Noguchi’s Sculpture (or in an Orozco lithograph that 
was also shown), Goodelman suggests a nobility that the 
noose is powerless to disturb. It as if he had systemati- 
cally sought to counter every offensive stereotype of the 
black male: excessive sexuality, emotional display, intel- 
lectual deficiency.” 

We might see the Struggle for Negro Rights as sharp- 
ening those divisions that had already emerged at The 
Social Viewpoint in Art exhibition. Benton, Curry and 
Marsh all chose to exhibit at the NAAcP show but not at 
the aca, and none of them played any role in the later 
Communist-sponsored organisations of the Popular 
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Front. The final John Reed Club exhibition was prob- 
ably The Capitalist Crisis, displayed at the aca Gallery 
in November 1935, but this was a small affair which 
seems to have attracted little notice outside the Commu- 


nist press." 


John Reed Club Artists outside 
the Clubs 


In the early 1930s the presence of the John Reed Club 
artists outside the club’s own space was distinguished by 
a novel strategy that matched attempts to define a new 
artistic identity through showings at workers’ clubs. 
This was the exhibition of collective paintings on propa- 
gandistic themes. In all, six of these were shown over 


Evergood, ‘That's the Man!”, 1935, pencil on paper, 19 x 26in., Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institu- 


the years 1930-35 at the Society of Independent Artists’ 
annual exhibition. The Society was set up in 1917 to 
establish a jury-free exhibition on the model of the 
French Société des Artistes Indépendants. It had always 
been a problematic space for more established artists 
because of the range of work it admitted and the pres- 
ence of amateur artists, but the absence of a jury and its 
reputation as some kind of ‘Academy of the Left’ (coun- 
terposed to the National Academy of Design) made it 
a viable venue for large works that would have been 
impossible to exhibit at any of the main juried shows. 
There is frustratingly little information about the jrc 
collective exhibits and, as far as 1 know, none has 
survived. However, it is clear from contemporary pho- 
tographs and press descriptions that they were basically 
caricatures blown up to something like mural scale. An 
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53 John Reed Club artists, Oppression of American Imperialism 


American Landscape, shown in 1930, is a scene of cops 
beating demonstrators in front of an urban scene loosely 
suggestive of lower Manhattan. The following y 
ten artists collaborated on a ‘huge canvas... satir 

President Hoover, who is depicted driving a donkey- 
drawn cart labeled “usa”’ 


ar 











America Today of 1932 was 
a long canvas illustrating the competing forces in the 
current struggle; and 1933 saw the Oppression of Amer- 
ican Imperialism in Colonial Countries (fig. 53), in 
which American soldiers and sailors defend a bloated 
figure of capital seated on money bags amid a landscape 
of toiling workers. Raphael Soyer recalled that the 
sketches for the collective exhibits were 





usually by 
Gropper, and those of 1931 and 1933 are directly 
related to cartoons by New Masses. The 
ending of the practice coincided with the growing 
involvement of left-wing artists with the federal art pro- 
jects, which offered space for a new kind of public art 
outside the confines of the gallery altogether. 

At the other extreme of this model of cooperative 
revolutionary art was the work of the committed artists 
who achieved increasing recognition as genre painters 
in the early 1930s, particularly those who had attracted 
the support of the Whitney Museum.® Notable among 
them were Nicolai Cikovsky, Harry Gottlieb, Louis 


him from 
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in Colonial Countries, from Creative Art, May 1933- 


Ribak and Raphael Soyer. I want to focus on Soyer 
(1899-1987) here because his work brings the problems 
associated with this type of art most sharply into focus. 
Soyer’s family emigrated from southern Russia in 
1912, settling in a poor neighbourhood in the Bronx. 
Raphael and his brothers Moses (1899-1974) and Isaac 
(1907-1981) were all encouraged to pursue art, and he 
studied at a suc on of schools between 1914 and 
1923. In the winter of 1926-7 he joined the Whitney 
Studio Club, and by 1931 had sold five paintings and a 
drawing to the Whitney collection. Nor was his appeal 
limited to the Whitney support system. In 1932 he won 
the M. V. Kohnstamm Prize at the Chicago Annual 
for The Subway, and in the following year his Girl 


in a White Blouse was bought by the Metropolitan 
Museum.°° 





Soyer’s reportoire at this time comprised New York 
Street scenes, portraits of his family and images of 
dancers and models. A review of his first solo exhibition 
of 1929 in The Arts referred to his ‘mercilessly frank 
realism’ — an understandable description given the 
ungainly foreshortened pose and dirty foot of his 1928 
Odalisque (Columbus Museum of Art), which seems 
like a proletarian riposte to Matisse’s serpentine decora- 
tive figures. Soyer acknowledged the influence of Degas 
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(whose compositional structures are echoed in some of 
his works) and of Eakins — whose uningratiating portrait 
idiom he sought to emulate. The Arts’s reviewer had 
observed that his style was ‘strangely un-“modern”’, 
while simultaneously praising its formal sophistica- 
tion.” It would not have been unreasonable to see 
Soyer’s work as essentially cognate with that of other 
Whitney stalwarts such as Alexander Brook and Emil 
Ganso, however superior in subtlety, and this was how 
Kainen positioned it in an acerbic appraisal of Brook’s 
work in 1936.°% 

With the encouragement of his politically active wife, 
Rebecca, and Nicolai Cikovsky, Soyer began attending 
the John Reed Club in late 1929, and subsequently 
became a Party member. He showed a work titled No 
Help Wanted at the aca’s Twenty John Reed Club 
Artists exhibition, and Park Bench at the Social View- 
point in Art. But with the exception of an unidentified 
sketch shown at an unjuried exhibition in 1935 this 
seems the extent of his exhibition history with the club.” 
Soyer later wrote that while the jrc ‘helped me to 
acquire a progressive world view...1 did not let it 
change my art, which never became politically slanted.’ 
If Soyer meant by this that he did not produce a specifi- 
cally propagandistic painting this is broadly true, but it 
seems unlikely that he would have concentrated so much 
on images of the unemployed in the early 1930s without 
the impetus of his political involvement. However, this 
was only one aspect of his work, as his exhibits at the 
Whitney Biennials showed.” 

The Whitney Museum opened in 1931, and held 
biennial shows of Contemporary American Paintings 
and alternately of Contemporary American Sculpture, 
Watercolors and Prints from 1932 to 1936. (From 1937 
until 1948 the exhibitions were annuals.) The Biennials 
had evolved out of the exhibitions of the Whitney Studio 
Club, and participation was by invitation only. It is 
important to keep in mind the ambience of the museum 
in those early years, which comprised four townhouses 
on West 8th Street, joined together and ‘[dJecorated with 
the fastidiousness of a boudoir’, as Forbes Watson put it. 
The architectural effect struck him as ‘partly private, 
partly domestic, partly public’, its scale and decor 
limiting it to ‘the modest household picture.’ Even 
allowing for Watson’s personal pique at having been 
excluded from the museum’s management and the 
acrimony caused by the ending of his affair with its 
director Juliana Force, his description seems to have 
been a just one.”! The Whitney offered a very different 
kind of space from the John Reed Club’s ‘bare loft’ at 
450 Sixth Avenue, and from the tiny AcA Gallery. 


In aesthetic terms the museum was most closely asso- 
ciated with the ‘New York Realists’ of the Ashcan 
School, although it promulgated no explicit aesthetic 
philosophy beyond a kind of expansive Americanism. 
While it put on the show of Abstract Painting in 
America in 1935 and gave support to some modernists, 
such as Davis and Hartley, its exhibitions of the 1930s 
were dominated by ‘American Scene’ painting in its 
various manifestations. This reflected the preferences of 
its patron and staff. Such preferences did not, however, 
exclude artists of the left since there was some overlap 
between the American realist aesthetic formulated by 
writers such as Lloyd Goodrich in the 1920s and that of 
Social Realism — however different their ideological 
imperatives. Further, the Whitney Studio and Whitney 
Studio Club, out of which the museum grew, had 
come about through Gertrude Whitney’s fascination 
with Greenwich Village bohemia as an alternative to the 
stifling mores of patrician society, and the radical affilia- 
tions of figures such as Henri and Sloan had presumably 
been part of their appeal. Although the tenor of Com- 
munist politics was very different and for many seemed 
to demand a rigorous integration of artistic and political 
practice alien to the Ashcan group, this did not prevent 
the Whitney supporting selected Communist artists 
through invitations to exhibit or purchases. 

The first biennial of Contemporary American Paint- 
ing, shown from November 1932 to January 1933, had 
included several artists associated with the John Reed 
Club, among whom were Cikovsky, Kopman,” Laning, 
Raphael Soyer and Tamotzu. However, none of their 
works had the combative character of their exhibits in 
yrc shows. By contrast with ‘We Want Bread!’ (see fig. 
41), shown later in January 1933 at the Social View- 
point in Art exhibition on Sixth Avenue, Cikovsky sent 
in a landscape to the Whitney. The titles of Tamotzu’s 
yrc exhibits suggest a comparable contrast with his 
House in the Woods on Eighth Street. And Laning’s 
Unlawful Assembly (see fig. 37), whatever its limitations 
as revolutionary art, looked decidedly more challenging 
than the gaily coloured canvas of shoppers titled 
Fourteenth Street that the museum bought from the 
first biennial. Given that the invited participants 
were allowed to select the work they wanted to show, 
one can only assume that the artists chose not to use 
the Whitney’s space for political statements. 

More jrc associates showed at the first biennial of 
Sculpture, Watercolors and Prints which ran from 
December 1933 to January 1934. Although the titles of 
works by Ribak, Dehn, Sternberg and Reisman indicate 
their exhibits were innocuous, and Raphael Soyer exhib- 
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54 Jacob Burck, The Lord Provides, 1934, lithograph, image: 
11 « 8/gin.; sheet: 13 x 17''/\,in., © The Cleveland Museum of 
Art, 1999, Gift of Mrs Malcolm L. McBride, 1944.329. 


55 Nicolai Cikovsky, East River, from New Masses, 1 October 
1935, Marx Memorial Library, London. This appears to be a 


lithograph of the oil painting On the East River. 
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ited lithographs of a self-portrait and a model seated at 
a table,’ there were more characteristic JRC images by 
Burck (fig. 54), Gropper and Lozowick. * In line with 
this more acerbic element, Biddle sent in his lithograph 
Sacco and Vanzetti: In Memoriam. Perhaps encouraged 
by the purchase of both Gropper’s drawings, the tone of 
some of the paintings at the second biennial of Contem- 
porary American Painting was rather more cognate 
with that of yrc exhibits than that at the first. Cikovsky 
now showed Unemployment, a work that may be tenta- 
tively identified with the painting On the East River (fig. 
55), which he included in his solo exhibition at the 
Downtown Gallery in February-March 1935, and had 
probably shown as Eastside Landscape at Revolu- 
Front — 1934 the previous year.” Laning’s 





tionar 
tempera panel On Our Way was a grotesque image of 
three workers stumbling through a wasted landscape, 
bearing on their backs figures symbolic of the military, 
politicians, the bourgeoisie, labour bureaucracy and the 
church.” Although the museum acquired none of these 
works, it displayed its liberal propensities by buying a 
small canvas of a lynching by the Philadelphia artist 
Julius Bloch, which had been shown at the NAAcp’s 
An Art Commentary on Lynching. 

This involvement with the most prestigious museum 
of contemporary American painting, with its genteel and 
intimate decor, did not sit comfortably with the jrc’s 
rhetoric of ‘Art as a Weapon’, and exposed divisions 
among those in and around the club. In 1935 the 
Whitney held an historical exhibition of American genre 
painting that culminated in a group of contemporary 
paintings, including Soyer’s In the City Park (fig. 56) and 
several other works by yRc members. Jerome Klein’s 
review in Art Front paired the show with the aca’s 
concurrent Social Scene exhibition to which Soyer 
also contributed. At the Whitney, Klein quipped, the 
contemporaries are ‘chiefly of the Coney Island persua- 
sion’ — presumably referring to the type of turbulent 
urban scene associated with Marsh, and seeking to taint 
such artists with the commercial tawdriness of working- 
class New Yorkers’ summer resort. (In fact, the only 
images of Coney Island on display were an etching by 
Paul Cadmus and an aquatint by George ‘Pop’ Hart.) 
For Klein these artists were drawn to ‘the street’ as ‘an 
exciting spectacle’. By contrast, the aca show ‘begins on 
about the level where the Whitney Museum show ends’: 
‘While Raphael Soyer’s park bench unemployed must 
be considered right up against the barricades at the 
Whitney, his East River lounging “lumpen” definitely 
constitute a rearguard action at the Aca.’ Neither were 
the works by Soyer’s brothers in the Social Scene any 
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56 Raphael Soyer, In the City Park, 1934, oil on canvas, 


‘closer to the front lines’. “The Soyers have taken a step 
to the left, and there they are poised — they have looked 
out from the studio into the street, but they have not yet 
stepped down into it. To take a further step is to repre 
sent the will to struggle.’ For Klein, pictures of relief 
demonstrations by Cikovsky and Abraham Harriton” 
had begun to do this, ‘because they have effected a 
clean break with idealist esthetics not merely in 
content, but also in form and execution.’ ‘[RJealists 


4oin., private collection, New York. 


of Coney Island stripe’ were concerned only with 
surfaces, the revolutionary artist must seek to represent 
the ‘deeper realities of the world they live in.’ And in 
doing so, they should make their art ‘at once a record 
and an instrument for changing the world in a progres- 
sive sense.” * 

to see the reasons for Klein’s complaint. 


unemployed riverfront workers, disposed 


apathetically next to society photographs in a magazine, 
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and Soyer’s homeless men lounging in Union Square, 
seem to signify primarily boredom, lassitude and 
defeat.” Neither image gave any indication of how 
such bodies might be transformed into the brawny and 
indomitable proletarian heroes of say Gellert’s cartoons 
or Lozowick’s Mid-air. This was in fact very akin to one 
of the besetting problems of proletarian literature. As 
Paula Rabinowitz has pointed out, the image of the 
hungry unemployed worker and the virile revolutionary 
was basic to the appeal that Communism had for writers 
and intellectuals during the Depression. But even writers 
who represented the abject poverty of working-class 
life on the basis of first-hand experience and were as 
committed as Gold and Conroy found it hard to give a 
convincing account of the formation of a militant 
consciousness, of how one became the other.*” 

Klein’s comments, nevertheless, also suggest that 
Soyer’s naturalism simply did not match with the variant 
of Marxist ideology current in the Communist move- 
ment. At a higher level, the issues his type of painting 
raises were addressed contemporaneously in relation 
to the novel by Lukacs in the German magazine 
Linkskurve (a magazine certainly read in the John Reed 
Clubs), that is, issues around the distinction between 
surface realities and the deeper truths of social processes 
I showed Burck making in the last chapter. Works such 
as In the City Park, because of their attention to indi- 
vidual particularities and commonplace situtations, and 
because of their focus on the pathos of unemployment 
and homelessness, seemed to treat the subjection of the 
proletariat as a given. In Lukacs’s terms, they were 
limited to the representation of appearances and thus 
failed to show the social dynamics that produced such 
phenomena and that ultimately pointed towards their 
supersedence. Such art was conceived as a mirror rather 
than as a weapon. We may register this in the four hands 
in the foreground, not one of which is a fist and none of 
which holds anything more militant than a cigarette. 
The almost square format of the canvas is also signifi- 
cant in the way it compresses the space around the 
figures — a metaphor of their limited horizons."! 

This was partly a question of genre. Working in 
a mode derived from history painting Burck and 
Ishigaki could represent Communist organisers, militant 
workers, soldiers and peasants as heroic. But such 
heroics were almost incompatible with the size and 
mode of urban genre painting. Well suited to represent- 
ing differentiated individuals as stereotypes, it was ill- 
adapted to collective action. Further, while large scale 
demands a collective audience and public space, the 
genre painting seems addressed more to the attention 
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and empathy of individual viewers in the home or 
gallery. This is not to say that genre painting could not 
be a politicised mode, but rather that it addressed poli- 
tics at a fairly low level, and often through symbolism 
and allusion so as not to disrupt the illusion that it 
showed the ordinary and typical. It is unlikely that Soyer 
set out to paint a genre painting in the mode of a David 
Blythe or Richard Caton Woodville, but in taking up 
models of naturalistic modern life painting developed 
in nineteenth-century France he inadvertently (or con- 
sciously — it does not matter which) adopted a mode that 
came out of the genre tradition. The inclusion of Soyer’s 
work in the Whitney’s 1935 show was thus entirely 
appropriate, and not just because of its size but also 
because of its ironic humour, cognate with that of Degas 
despite the differences in their ostensive politics. The 
sleeping figure with his mouth open might be transposed 
froma resting ballerina by the latter — although its moral 
impact is very different. More clearly pointed is the con- 
trast between the emasculated forms of the slumped or 
hunched scrawny men in their shabby rumpled clothes 
and the smart office girls in summer dresses. The 
pathetic bundle of possessions tied up with string on the 
seat is mocked by the stores and advertising poster in 
the background. Soyer gets closest to the political in the 
lounging figures around the base of the monument to 
Washington, symbolic father of the American republic. 
To these, at least, the promises of equality, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness remain unfulfilled. 

Did Klein overlook or choose to ignore Soyer’s irony, 
or was there something more? Probably the latter, for 
my argument is that the undercurrent of sexual longing 
implicit in this and other contemporary street scenes 
by Soyer was not only extraneous to the proletarian 
aesthetic but also ran directly counter to the current 
mythology of proletarian love. Soyer’s stylish office 
workers have nothing to do with the sturdy mothers of 
proletarian fiction or their pre-maternal counterpart, the 
feisty union girl, who has no fear of the cops and gives 
as good as she gets on the picket line. We might surmise 
that Klein passed over this aspect of the work because 
his own ideological fantasy could not contain the 
intimations of a more obdurate reality that Soyer’s 
picture suggests. Lurking behind Klein’s word ‘lumpen’ 
was perhaps a suspicious distaste for the unorganised 
unemployed.*’ A distaste prompted by the differences 
between them and say Gleb and Dasha, the proletarian 
couple of Gladkov’s Cement, which had been serialised 
in the Daily Worker in 1929.** Gleb, a massive worker 
whose body was a living monument scarred by labour 
and the armed struggle, who made up in proletarian 
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instinct for what he lacked in active intelligence. Dasha, 
who sacrificed both her home and her own child because 
devotion to the Party counted for more. How could 
Soyer’s figures be the material from which such types 
were made? If anything they resemble the aimless 
drifters of contemporary novels such as Nelson Algren’s 
Somebody in Boots or Edward Dahlberg’s Bottom 
Dogs.*’ We might surmise that the realities of pro- 
letarian existence intimated by his work threatened to 
rupture the Communist mythos, rather than support it. I 
admit this is speculation. But the contrast I have drawn 
between the character of Soyer’s figures and the imagery 
of Communist ideology is not. 

When Joe Solman reviewed the Second Biennial of 
Sculpture, Watercolors and Pastels for Art Front in 1936 
he assumed the same caustic tone as Klein. ‘We’ had 
always had the ‘distinct suspicion’, he wrote, that the 
Whitney was ‘just a more flashily dressed Academy, with 


a few old rebels and still fewer new ones thrown in.’ 
Both the ‘socially vigorous picture’ and more extreme 
abstract art would have looked out of place among the 
museum’s ‘red plush and silver-starred decorations’. 
Despite the presence of an image of the unemployed 
by Harry Gottlieb and a gouache of waterfront workers 
by Harriton, the Whitney exuded ‘a mild, innocuous, 
middle-class sort of contentment’.*° It is hard to imagine 
the groups of workers who reportedly attended the 
yrc exhibitions visiting the place. But had they actually 
done so they could meet with culture only through 
the largesse of a philanthropic sector of the haute 
bourgeoisie, in spaces it defined and controlled. Even 
when it was intruded into such an environment the 
‘socially vigorous picture’ could hardly be effective, 
because, as Klein and Solman intimated, the institu- 
tional setting spoke more loudly than one or two works 
admitted as a token gesture to current trends. 
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4 Communist Artists and the New Deal (1): 
The Federal Art Projects before the People’s Front 





In the last chapter I considered ways in which works by 
artists associated with the Communist movement fune- 
tioned in the different environments of the John Reed 
Club and Whitney Museum exhibitions. The question 
addressed in this chapter is related, namely: what mean- 
ings did works by these same artists acquire when they 
were produced in the context of the first of the New 
Deal art projects? However, before I tackle this it is nec- 
essary to look at Communist attitudes to the projects 
more broadly, and at the problems of interpretation and 
strategy they posed. 

There were four main art projects: the Public Works 
of Art Project (1933-4), the Treasury Section of 
Fine Arts (1934-43), the Treasury Relief Art Project 

1935-8) and the Works Progress Administration 
Federal Art Project (1935-43). Vast, both in scale and 
ideological import, they seemed to promise a funda- 
mental transformation in the nature of patronage and 
long-term relations between artists and the state. The 
projects provided a framework within which a number 
of Communist-initiated artists groups operated, notably 
the Unemployed Artists’ Group and its successor the 
Artists’ Union. In some degree these offered an alterna- 
tive to the John Reed Clubs, and the Union’s magazine 
Art Front was for a while the most important forum of 
leftist artists. The possibilities of the projects — and their 
simple appeal to destitute cultural workers — forced 
Communist artists and critics to rethink their attitudes 
to the New Deal, at the same time as the pressure of 
larger events obliged the Party leadership to modify its 
stance towards the Roosevelt administration. 


The crpusa and the New Deal 


The arrival in the White House in March 1933 of 
a charismatic president, committed to wide-ranging 
experiments to end the Depression, caused the Com- 
munist Party problems in terms of both analysis and 


57 Detail of fig. 63. 


strategy. Hoover may not have been quite the callous 
exponent of laissez-faire individualism of later myth, but 
his reluctance to increase public spending to reduce 
unemployment, his meagre advances of federal money 
for relief of the destitute and his unwillingness to use 
the resources of the state to regulate further the 
economy made him look simply the tool of reactionary 
financial and corporate interests. The image of General 
MacArthur’s assault on the unarmed veterans of the 
Bonus Army with bayonets, tear gas and tanks in July 
1932, within sight of the Capitol, fixed the president's 
reputation as indurate and inhumane.' By contrast 
with Hoover's insistence that the Depression was only a 
temporary malfunction of an otherwise healthy system 
that could be treated largely by voluntary efforts, the 
Roosevelt administration began with a flurry of legisla- 
tion including the Emergency Banking Act, Agricultural 
Adjustment Act and National Industrial Recovery Act 
(nrRA). The setting up of the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration (FERA), Public Works Administration 
(pwa), Tennessee Valley Authority and Civilian Conser- 
vation Corps initiated a wave of federal relief and public 
works spending on a massive scale. 

If the administration’s programme lacked ideological 
cohesion and parts of it proved unworkable, it signalled 
the beginning of an epochal shift in the state’s role in 
American society. The scale of this shift was made pos- 
sible in part through the support that the Democratic 
Party (and Roosevelt as an individual) received from 
a new generation of politically active working-class 
voters drawn from among more recent immigrant stock 
and African Americans. This working-class electorate 
expected the state to provide unemployment relief, 
labour protection and social security in a way even their 
immediate forebears had not — it was the price of their 
political loyalty.” Communist Party efforts to organise 
the unemployed from 1930 onwards contributed to 
form this expectation in some degree. The Party’s aim 
was to recruit to the revolutionary movement those who 
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had most cause to be dissatisfied with capitalism, but its 
grand rhetorical pronouncements on international issues 
and the class struggle tended only to alienate, while its 
active role in resisting evictions and organising rent 
strikes and relief demonstrations gained it widespread 
respect if not much in the way of membership. Despite 





its revolutionary pretensions, the Party adopted the 
essentially reformist goal of a federal social insurance 
act, the campaign for which Browder described as ‘a 
central task’ in July 1933.° 

Still committed to the policy of dual unionism at the 
beginning of the Roosevelt administration and relentless 
in its criticisms of the AFL leadership,’ the Party was also 
wrongfooted by the upsurge of union militancy sparked 
by the National Industrial Recovery Act. The main aim 
of the act was to suspend anti-trust legislation and set up 
codes of fair competition that would reduce the anarchy 
of the market and rationalise production. Although 
there was a federal regulatory agency in the National 
Recovery Administration (NRA), the codes were to be 
drawn up and administered mainly by the trade associa- 
tions of the industries themselves. To secure the support 
of the ar for this, the act also had provisions to guar- 
antee minimum wages and maximum hours, and the 
right of workers to engage in collective bargaining 
through unions of their own choice (clause 7a). It was 
certainly not Roosevelt’s intention to encourage labour 
militancy, but 7a seemed to give the state’s endorsement 
to union activity, and contributed to a huge upsurge 
in membership and the great wave of strikes for 
union recognition that swept across the country in 
1933-4. 

In order to quell labour disputes, Roosevelt had set up 
the National Labor Board (NLB) under the chairmanship 
of Senator Robert Wagner, which was authorised to 
mediate between unions and employers under the terms 
of the Nira. Not only did employers consistently seek 
to evade the Board’s rulings but its work was also 
obstructed by the administrators of the NRa, General 
Hugh Johnson and Donald Richberg, who opposed the 
principle of majority choice and interpreted 7a as a 
licence for company unions. Wagner became convinced 
that the only way to create industrial democracy and 
remedy gross inequality lay in state protection of union 
rights. The Labor Relations Bill he introduced in the 
Senate in March 1934 was neutered in the committee 
stage, but after the mid-term elections in November 
returned a Congress dominated by Democrats and pro- 
gressives, Wagner introduced a second bill that would 
outlaw ‘yellow dog’ contracts and set up a permanent 
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) with statutory 
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powers to enforce employers to recognise unions chosen 
by workers themselves. This became the Wagner Act, 
which the president signed into law in July 1935, 
although the bill had received little support from the 
administration and had been opposed by employers 
throughout the committee hearings in both House and 
Senate.° 

Since agencies set up by the government (the NLB and 
later the NLRB) seemed to be acting against the interests 
of capital, these developments have posed a considerable 
interpretative challenge to neo-Marxists and other state 
theorists seeking to define the relationship between the 
state and corporate power.’ Lacking any consistent 
theory in this area, the cpusa could see the state only in 
the crudest terms as the direct instrument of capital, and 
produce expedient formulations in response to the latest 
pronouncements from the Comintern that seemed pal- 
pably inadequate to the realities of the situation.” 

In July 1933 Browder told an Extraordinary Party 
Conference that ‘to label everything capitalist as fascism 
results in destroying all distinctions between various 
forms of capitalist rule’,’ but in practice Party spokes- 
men made no significant distinctions of this type in rela- 
tion to the Roosevelt regime for several years. At the x11 
Plenum of the Executive Committee of the Communist 
International in November—December 1933, a whole 
succession of Communist dignitaries described the New 
Deal as a fascistic attempt to save the system from the 
effects of the general crisis of capitalism. Browder was 
one of the speakers at this occasion, and here I draw 
mainly on his various statements from 1933-6 collected 
in Communism in the United States (1935) and 
The People’s Front (1938).'° According to the General 
Secretary, Roosevelt, like Hitler, was simply the execu- 
tive of finance capital entering its fascistic phase, and 
disguised his real aims by ‘unprecedented demagogery’. 
While the administration handed out ‘tens of billions of 
dollars’ to banks and corporations, the real burden of 
the crisis was being born by the ‘impoverished masses’ 
who were forced to shoulder new tax burdens. Public 
works projects such as the Civilian Conservation Corps 
and the Tennessee Valley Authority were actually prepa- 
rations for war. As was the NRA. But the NRA was also a 
‘trustification’ of the economy analogous to Mussolini’s 
corporate state, and the labour provisions of clause 7a 
were designed to create ‘state-controlled labor unions 
closely tied up with and under the direction of the 
employers.’ 

Workers’ support for the Democrats in the 1934 elec- 
tions caused no change in this evaluation. Neither did 
the clear opposition to the New Deal from conservative 


businessmen and elements in the Democratic Party itself. 
who set up the American Liberty League in August of 
that year as a focus for their activities. From the Party’s 
perspective, Roosevelt and the Liberty League shared 
the same goals — they simply differed over how to 
achieve them. Indeed, in Browder’s words: ‘Roosevelt, 
and the bourgeoisie generally, try to draw some advan- 
tages out of their mounting inner differences and dif- 
ficulties.'' The invalidation of the Nra and_ the 
Agricultural Adjustment Act by the Supreme Court in 
1935 Were seen as symptoms of a petty squabble among 
equally conservative groups. Even the Wagner and 
Social Security Acts and setting up of the massive wpa 
relief programme were read merely as sops to buy off the 





working cla 

The enunciation of the Popular Front line at the 
Seventh World Congress of the Comintern in August 
1935 led to some greater discrimination between 
Roosevelt and his opponents, but the Comintern con- 
tinued to underestimate the radicalism of New Deal 
measures and offered no systemic explanation of social 
democracy that might have permitted a more nuanced 
analysis of their significance. The cpusa was exhorted to 
work towards a ‘people’s front’ against fascism through 
a national Farmer-Labor Party that would be an alterna- 
tive to both Republicans and Democrats, uniting a 
whole range of lower social groupings around a pro- 
gramme that was neither socialist nor Communist but 
called for a range of progressive social legislation and 
opposition to the banks and corporate power. However, 
it became clear in the run-up to the 1936 elections that 
the newly formed Committee for Industrial Organiza- 
tion and the existing state-based farmer-labour parties 
intended to back Roosevelt, and although the Party did 
run its own candidate in the presidential contest and 
continued to insist that Roosevelt was ultimately ‘no 
barrier to reactionary forces’, it sought increasingly to 
work with both these groups in the hope of eventually 
building a true third-party alternative. By August 1936 
it had moved towards tacit support of the president as 
the only electable alternative to a fascistic Republican 
Party led by Alf Landon — actually a moderate. Thus 
while in June 1936 Browder was still warning that ‘it is 
a fatal mistake to depend upon Roosevelt to check the 
advances of Wall Street’, the following month he con- 
ceded that Roosevelt had tried to impose some restraint 
upon the ‘short-sighted greed’ of monopoly capital. He 
later declared the November election results ‘a smashing, 
defeat for reaction’, which heralded a split in a Democ- 
ratic Party that was now perceived to unite both ‘pro- 
gressive and reactionary elements’. This description was 


Communist Artists and the New Deal (1) 


accurate enough, but it was also a tactical response to 
the massive swing of working-class voters to the Democ- 
rats in 1936. Even so Roosevelt was still not be trusted 
because his constant inclination to choose the middle of 
the road was as likely to lead him to the right as to the 
left." 

I shall examine subsequent developments in the 
Party’s position on Roosevelt in a later chapter. My 
purpose here has simply been to indicate that the line 
taken in the Third Period and early phase of the People’s 
Front did not seem to offer much of a framework for 
participation in the federal art programmes, to which I 
now turn. 


The Federal Art Projects, 1933-1935 


The history of the New Deal art projects has been 
described in several studies, and there is no need to 
rehearse it again in any detail.'* Here I shall only sketch 
the operation of the Public Works of Art Project (pwap) 
and the setting up of the Treasury Section of Fine Arts, 
the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) and the Works 
Progress Administration (wpa) Federal Art Project in 
relation to the larger relief policies of the administration, 
before analysing in more depth the ideology around 
federal art. 

As mentioned earlier, the new president immediately 
reversed Hoover’s policy of not giving federal money to 
the states for unemployment relief by setting up the 
Federal Emergency Relief Administration through an act 
of May 1933. Its director, Harry Hopkins, was one of 
the most liberal of Roosevelt’s advisors and a hate figure 
for conservatives. FERA was a grant-in-aid programme 
administered largely through existing state agencies. 
However, the ambition of Hopkins and other pro- 
gressive social workers in the administration was to sub- 
stitute ‘work relief’ for ‘direct relief’ (or dole) on the 
grounds that the latter sapped the morale of the unem- 
ployed and led to an erosion of skills; therefore the work 
involved in work relief should match the skills of the 
employee (diversification). This work relief principle 
was a fundamental premiss of three of the main federal 
art programmes. The problem was that because work 
relief inevitably entailed something far closer to real 
wage rates and was far more expensive to administer, it 
did not find much support among conservatives at state 
level; indeed, in some states the very principle of relief 
was resisted by local politicians. Although FERA aimed 
to encourage work relief, the initiatives it took in that 
direction had limited take-up. In several states relief 
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payouts to clients were miserly, in some areas they were 
given food orders rather than cash, and in the South 
blacks were usually paid about half of what whites 
received.'* Conservative attitudes in many states in the 
South and West also made it very hard to achieve some 
aims of the wpa Federal Art Project. 

That FERA was inadequate to meet the scale of the 
crisis was evident by the autumn of 1933. In November, 
Hopkins secured $400 million to set up the Civil Works 
Administration (cwA), a work relief programme to be 
administered on a purely federal basis. By 18 January 
1934 the cwa had a workforce of 4.2 million. It had no 
means test and workers did not have to come from the 
relief rolls. Moreover, it paid pwa wages, which approxi- 
mated union rates and in some localities were higher 
than the prevailing wage levels for similar work. Oppo- 
sition to the cwa, particularly from Southern industrial- 
ists and farmers, together with the drain it made on the 
federal budget, led to its closedown on 31 March 1934. 

Cwa projects were overwhelmingly in construction, 
and thus gave work mainly to the unskilled. Its wage 
structure made no provision for semi-skilled, clerical or 
professional workers. Moreover the funds utilised were 
authorised under the 1933 NIRA and could not be used 
except for construction purposes. However, by drawing 
on funds that had been allocated for FERA, Hopkins was 
able to set up the Civil Works Service Progamme (cws), 
a white-collar programme that paid CWA wage rates, 
though only to relief clients. Among Cws projects were 
cultural programmes in New York and a number of 
other places, although these were mainly of an educa- 
tional nature.'’ The most important cultural initiative of 
the cwa was the Public Works of Art Project, headed by 
Edward Bruce. This was a federally administered pro- 
gramme, set up in December 1933 with a grant to the 
Treasury Department to employ artists on the embellish- 
ment of public buildings. Pwap lasted four and a half 
months and cost $1,312,117. It employed 3,749 artists, 
who produced 15,663 art and craft objects, including 
706 murals and mural sketches, 3,821 oils, 2,938 water- 
colours, 1,518 prints and 647 sculptures.'° 

With the closedown of cwa, the Public Works of Art 
Project also officially ended (although it was allotted 
funds by FERA to wind up its activities). Simultaneously, 
Bruce began to press for the establishment of a Division 
of Fine Arts within the Treasury, paid for from Treasury 
and pwa funds. In this he was able to draw on the 
support of Henry and Elinor Morgenthau, the Secretary 
of the Treasury and his wife, and both Franklin and 
Eleanor Roosevelt, all of whom were sympathetic to a 
public art project. However, use of pwa funds proved 
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impossible, and in September 1934 a more modest ini- 
tiative, a Section of Painting and Sculpture (renamed the 
Section of Fine Arts in 1938) was established within the 
Treasury Procurement Division. Morgenthau’s order 
setting up the Section did not prescribe that every new 
building would be decorated, but where Section and 
architects agreed, a sum amounting to about one per 
cent of the overall cost could be reserved for art works. 
Difficulties with architects and bureaucrats forced the 
Section to make its case building by building, and many 
went undecorated. None the less, over 1934-43, the 
Section commissioned 1,116 murals and 301 sculptures, 
which decorated 1,118 buildings in 1,083 cities. But in 
themselves these figures do not indicate the full scope of 
its activities, for the Section relied on a controversial 
competition system, which drew in far more artists than 
ever received commissions."” 

Unlike the pwar and the wra Federal Art Project, 
the Treasury Section was not a relief programme. It 
employed artists on what it regarded as criteria of com- 
petence to secure the best art available. Because the 
Section’s brief did not permit it to decorate existing 
federal buildings, in May 1935 Bruce applied to the 
newly established wea for relief funds to hire unem- 
ployed artists to work on these, and in July 1935 the 
Treasury Relief Art Project was set up under the direc- 
torship of Olin Dows. However, wea relief conditions 
were incompatible with Bruce and Dows’s notions of 
quality, and they effectively sought to evade the relief 
principle, hiring artists on a highly selective basis in 
numbers that fell far short of their quota. Relations 
between TRAP and the wpa Fine Art Project were 
strained, especially in New York City, where there was 
open rivalry between the two. Trap was also sharply 
attacked by artists’ organisations for its elitist policies. 
In all it produced only 89 mural and sculpture projects, 
together with more than 10,000 easel paintings and 
prints.'* 

The Works Progress Administration was established 
by Executive Order on 6 May 1935 to supervise and 
coordinate federal work relief programmes, and funded 
from the $4.8 billion assigned for that purpose by the 
Emergency Relief Appropriation Act of that year. (The 
continuation of the agency was dependent on annual 
appropriations, and on supplementary appropriation 
bills to meet shortfalls.) It was a compromise between 
the principles of FERA and cwa in that it was designed to 
remove 3.5 million people off the relief rolls by employ- 
ing them at a security wage. Unlike FERA it was an 
entirely federal programme: every individual taken on 
by the wea became a federal employee. However, 


because the wpa could never give work to more than a 
third of those unemployed there was a requirement that 
ninety per cent of those hired be taken from the relief 
rolls. (For the arts projects initially 25 per cent could be 
non-relief.) This meant both that it was difficult to hire 
the necessary supervisory staff and also that workers 
had to undergo the humiliation of a means test. By the 
time it ended in 1943 more than 8 million people had 
worked for the wpa, and at its height it employed 
3.3 million people per month. Because wpa projects 
were administered state by state and required local 
sponsorship the efficiency of their operation varied 
considerably and they also became embroiled with 
political corruption at state level. Seen as a massive 
vehicle for New Deal influence, they were a focus for 
conservative opposition to the administration, and 
the arts projects in particular came to symbolise all 
that was most wasteful and ‘un-American’ about the 
wea. That is, the culture of projects stood for a kind of 
Americanism that many conservatives rejected.'” From 
the other side, the impermanency of the wpa, the low 
wage rates and arbitrary lay-offs of its later years con- 
tributed to worker discontent and led to numerous 
strikes and demonstrations. 

Hopkins always intended that the arts should be part 
of the wpa, and in the event four projects were estab- 
lished under the general title of ‘Federal One’, for art, 
music, theatre and writing. (To these a fifth, the His- 
torical and Records Survey Project, was later added.) 
The Federal Art Project (rar) was headed by Holger 
Cahill throughout its period of existence from 1935 to 
1943. Unlike the Section, the FAP operated from the 
principle of relief rather than that of quality, and partly 
for this reason its ideological framework was rather dif- 
ferent. (This is not to say that norms of quality did not 
Operate within it, but they were more flexible.) The 
project was organised into eight divisions, of which 
only the mural, easel, graphics and sculpture divisions 
concern me. At its largest in 1936 it employed about 
5,000 artists across the nation, and about 10,000 were 
on its rolls at one time or another. Unlike the Treasury 
Section, which was tightly run from Washington, the 
FAP was decentralised and operated on a regional 
basis - although until 1939 regional rap directors were 
responsible to the Washington office and not to the wPA 
state administrators. But having said this, it should be 
noted that wpa FAP activity was concentrated dispropor- 
tionately in New York. Of an estimated total budget of 
$35 million spent on the Far, about $16.6 million went 
to New York State, and an overwhelming share of that 
to the city. In 1937 almost 45 per cent of all artists 
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employed on the FAP were working there. Overall the 
wPa produced 2,500 murals, 108,000 paintings, 18,000 
sculptures and 200,000 prints from 11,000 designs, as 
well as 2 million posters and the 23,000 historic records 
of the Index of American Design.”” 


The Ideology of Federal Art 


Having indicated something of the scale of the art pro- 
jects, I now turn to their ideological rationale, which has 
been dealt with less satisfactorily in the published schol- 
arship.”' That there were differences between the gov- 
erning ideals of the Treasury projects and the wPa FAP 
was very evident to contemporaries, and these differ- 
ences have received attention in several studies. In the 
most extreme of these, Belisario Contreras’s Tradition 
and Innovation in New Deal Art (1983), the Treasury 
Section and the wpa FAP are represented as manifesta- 
tions of the outlooks of their respective directors: the 
one elitist and concerned with tradition and perma- 
nency; the other democratic and concerned to promote 
openness and innovation. There is a measure of truth in 
this, and one should not underestimate the individual 
roles of Bruce and Cahill. But the institutional con- 
straints under which they operated were in many ways 
pre-given, and more weight should be accorded the 
differences between their sources of funding and the 
outlook of those who controlled them — the Treasury 
and its fiscally conservative secretary Morgenthau in the 
case of the Section, and the wpa headed by the liberal 
Hopkins in that of the Fap. 

A basic problem with nearly all the existing scholar- 
ship is that it does not work from any articulate theory 
of the New Deal state. The single exception to this, 
Jonathan Harris’s Federal Art and National Culture 
(1996), recognises the problem but operates with such 
a crudely instrumental model that it does not much 
advance matters.” Harris adopts the discredited corpo- 
rate liberal conception of the New Deal as an essentially 
conservative reform programme, spicing it up with con- 
cepts culled from Althusser, Poulantzas and Foucault so 
as to sustain an interpretation of the federal art projects 
as a disciplinary mechanism designed to mould docile 
model citizens in the interests of an emergent corporate 
capitalism. In his account the power of the state only 
ever works one way, and citizenship itself is an oppres- 
sive category. But things look rather different if one sees 
the state in more complex terms as an overlapping set of 
institutions with a certain autonomy, bound primarily to 
the interests of the most powerful class groups, but also 
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sometimes responsive to the demands of the disadvan- 
taged — as it must be to maintain legitimacy and limit 
social discontent. Because for Harris the state is simply 
an instrument of capital, he cannot register the ways in 
which both the New Deal and the wpa were in some 
degree affected by popular pressures — notably organised 
labour at large in the case of the former, and the 
Workers’ Alliance, an organisation of the unemployed 
that came to function as a labour union, in the case of 
the latter.2? It also makes no difference that the later 
1930s were a period when the American working class 
was especially militant and well organised, even if 
only in pursuit of reformist goals; or that to command 
its loyalty the Roosevelt administration was obliged to 
enact social legislation and maintain high levels of relief 
spending. Yet in actuality, this was a moment in which 
there was a confluence between the democratic idealism 
of figures in the administration and the ambitions of 
labour leaders such as Sidney Hillman to create a 
genuine industrial democracy.” In the event the hopes 
of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (c1o) 
leadership to build a new relationship of the state, 
capital and labour were only very partially realised, and 
the progressive elements in the Democratic Party were 
increasingly stymied by the alliance of racist Southern 
Democrats and reactionary Republicans that formed 
after the 1938 elections. But that is partly a story of the 
1940s and the effect of a different set of circumstances — 
it should not lead us to underestimate what working- 
class power achieved in the previous decade. 

In brief, I am interested in the ways in which the 
various art projects seem in some ways responsive to 
radical pressures. This is not to say that they were not 
instruments of the state, or to deny that they could func- 
tion as propaganda agencies for the New Deal, but they 
also (particularly the wpa FAP) came to stand for ideals 
that many artist workers identified with and saw as 
politically progressive. Some of this identification may 
be seen as an ideological effect in the pejorative sense, 
yet we should also take into account the possibilities for 
real empowerment the projects offered. In what follows 
I explore the overlap between the ideological framing of 
the projects by their administrators and statements by 
artists of the left, as well as the divergences. 

To begin with, it is important to note the class status 
of those who initiated the New Deal art projects, since 
had they not spoken the language of the governmental 
elite they could hardly have had the influence they did. 
As is well known, George Biddle suggested to his old 
schoolfriend Roosevelt that the government should 
sponsor younger artists to represent the ‘social revolu- 
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tion’ in the United States in a letter of May 1933 - 
although the idea of state support for destitute artists 
was quite widely mooted at the time, and Biddle’s letter 
should not be elevated to the status of single cause for 
what followed. I referred to Biddle’s background and 
education in the last chapter, and it is also worth noting 
that while he denied any identification with the upper 
class, in his 1939 autobiography he recalled how 
much he had enjoyed socialising with the New Deal 
elite in Washington during the painting of his Justice 
Department mural in 1935. However, if Biddle became 
an ideologue for the New Deal it was purely by 
inclination, not by appointment.” 

By contrast, Edward Bruce (1879-1943) had already 
demonstrated the aptitudes of a successful public 
servant.’ A graduate of Columbia University law 
school, he followed a varied career in corporate law and 
business ventures in the Philippines and Asia before 
becoming a professional artist. He turned to art seri- 
ously after 1922, and spent the remainder of the 1920s 
living in Italy and France, using the work discipline he 
had acquired in business to perfect his craft. By 1930, 
Bruce was regarded as one of the leading American 
landscape painters of his generation. His first two one- 
person shows were sellouts, and by 1931 his canvases 
were fetching from $400 to $5,500.” In 1929 his paint- 
ing Savoie Farm was bought by the French state (an 
event widely reported in the us), and in the same year his 
Pear Tree (Cleveland Museum of Art) received first hon- 
ourable mention at the Carnegie International. He had 
been the subject of articles in the main art magazines 
and of a monograph in the Valori Plastici series. More- 
over, he was articulate about his aesthetic and his work 
was warmly endorsed by his friend, the respected critic 
Leo Stein. In a characteristic critical trope, the Valori 
Plastici monograph hailed him as a modern, at the same 
time observing: ‘His work is another witness to the 
axiom that tradition doesn’t fetter modernity, but on the 
contrary, gives it natural freedom of expression’. When 
Creative Art appraised his landscapes in 1933 they were 
taken as representative of the trend towards ‘a new 
objectivity’, which marked the exhaustion of modernist 
experimentation — and more specifically of abstract art. 
By 1931, Bruce himself was saying that ‘modern art is 
foreign to our real tastes’, and claiming that if only 
Americans could overcome their ‘inferiority complex’ in 
relation to Europe, they would create a Renaissance. ‘The 
unemployment problem serves as an admirable and prac- 
tical excuse for starting such as movement’, he declared.” 

Bruce’s conservative formalism, while ‘modern’, was 
anything but avant-garde — rather like that of Roger Fry. 


His aesthetic, centred on perennial values and the mys- 
tique of taste, matched perfectly his social position and 
made him well-suited for the role of cultural manager. 
At the same time, his embrace of Americanism provided 
a tincture of contemporaneity, for having made his 
reputation primarily with Italian landscape subjects, 
after his return to the United States Bruce became an 
exponent of the American Scene and in 1932 had a 





successful exhibition of urban and industrial views at 
Milch Galleries (fig. 58). At the same time, his social 
trajectory and recently acquired position in the Treasury 
Department put him in just the right place in 1933 to 
become the key figure in promoting and running the first 
of the New Deal art projects. 

Despite his business background, Bruce developed a 
deep personal commitment to Roosevelt and became an 
ardent partisan of what he saw as the ‘idealism’ of the 
New Deal programme, although he had some reserva- 
tions about both to begin with.” In 1936 he worked to 
establish a Roosevelt Business and Professional League, 
probably as a counter to the Liberty League, and in that 
year he was reported in the press as observing offhand- 
edly that the Republicans ‘ought to be all killed off’? 
Bruce was certainly not on the ‘left’ of the New Deal, 
yet it is worth remembering that some of his main 
artist friends, such as Maurice Sterne and Boardman 
Robinson, had worked for The Masses and Liberator 
and that he himself was fiercely anti-fascist.*'! In 1940 
he described himself as having been ‘intensely interested 
in the Negro cause for many years’, and he was a sup- 
porter of the NAAcP and a patron of its 1935 anti- 
lynching exhibition. He was disgusted by the Daughters 
of the American Revolution’s refusal to let the black 
contralto Marian Anderson sing in Constitution Hall, 
and instigated the mural by Mitchell Jamieson in the 
basement of the Department of Interior building depict- 
ing her concert on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.** 

My point is that Bruce and the Section of Fine 
Arts were just as representative of New Deal cultural 
idealism as Cahill and the wpa Federal Art Project. 
Although the connection between New Deal culture and 
Dewey’s philosophy is usually made in relation to Cahill 
(who openly claimed it as validation for the FAP), Bruce 
also made use of Dewey, despite the low opinion he held 
of him as an aesthetician.” If his adoption of Dewey in 
1940 was opportunistic, there were yet real congruences 
in their positions, in that Bruce was deeply hostile to 
the plutocracy of art and wanted art to be a part of 
the everyday. His proposed Smithsonian Gallery of 
American Art was to have been ‘a liberal organization’, 
‘not a snobby museum’: ‘I want it just as different as 
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58 Edward Bruce, Industry, 1932, oil on canvas, 28 x 36in., 
Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, Exchange 34.4. 


possible from the Museum of Modern Art which is 
the little snob which was recently dedicated by the 
Rockefellers and who have put their dead hand on 
it as on everything they touch.’ He explicitly counter- 
posed his murals in rural post offices to the Mellon- 
funded National Gallery of Art, which he described as a 
‘seventeen million dollar Mausoleum’.** Localism was 
part of the Section from the beginning, and was written 
into the Treasury Department Order setting it up in the 
requirement: ‘So far as consistent with a high standard 
of art, to employ local talent.’ On the wall of his 
Washington office Bruce had a map of the whole country 
marked with coloured pins representing projects in 
different stages of completion. ‘Some day, there’ll be a 
pin in every village’, Bruce is quoted as saying, and also 
that he preferred ‘one picture in a post office’ to ‘too 
in a gallery’. In a key early speech, Bruce argued 
that ‘[g]reat art is not an isolated phenomena, but the 
flowering of a wide movement’: 


I want to see the artist in this country of ours cease to 
be the retainer of a wealthy client, but a useful citizen 
taking his place as one who has a job to do and service 
to render. I want to take the snobbery out of art and 
make it part of the daily food of the average citizen.° 


This populist rhetoric was accompanied by a distinctly 
anti-intellectual stance, the implications of which I shall 
work through in relation to the products of the Section, 
For the moment, I note only that the ‘average citizen’ 
was the ideological projection of a consensual demo- 
cratic vision that those on the left were bound to contest. 
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Forbes Watson (1880-1940), whom Bruce appointed 
as technical director of the pwap, came from a proper 
Boston family and had been educated at Harvard and 
Columbia law school. In 1913 he began a career as an 
art critic with the New York Post, and from 1923 to 
1932 was editor of the progressive magazine The Arts. 
Watson had been deeply impressed by the Armory show, 
and under his direction The Arts was a committed 
champion of modernist tendencies, providing a space for 
statements and criticism by such artists as Benton, 
Brook, Dasburg, Hopper, Lozowick, Rivera, Sheeler, 
Zorach; and writers such as Anita Brenner, Waldemar 
George and Leo Stein. The Arts position was certainly 
pro-modernist, but several of its contributors were 
concerned to define an American tradition in the arts 
and identify its modern manifestations. For Watson, ‘to 
choose a measuring scale in Paris by which to gage 
the modernity or lack of modernity of American artists 
can lead only to fallacies.’ Artists such as Burchfield, 
Hopper, Kent, Speicher and Sloan were moderns, 
who ‘breathe with American life’. This was because 
Americans, as a nation, remained concerned with the 
subject in art and did not much care for ‘pure intellec- 
tual theorizing’. Like Bruce, Watson was centrally con- 
cerned with ‘taste and refinement’ — modernism was 
for him simply the contemporary art that embodied 
these qualities in an authentic manner.” Belief in these 
aesthetic certainties, together with his commitment to 
Americanism, made Watson an ideal ideologue for 
programmes intended to promote a unifying national 
culture under the auspices of a modernising reform 
administration. 

In analysing the ideology of the Public Works of Art 
Project, I draw mainly on a sequence of articles of by 
Bruce, Biddle and Watson published in the Magazine 
of Art, the organ of the American Federation of Art 
(ara), in 1934.°* It is no coincidence that these articles 
appeared where they did, since the AFA (founded in 
1909) was very much a product of progressivism. Con- 
sistent with its origins in the urban reform movement, 
the magazine covered urban and landscape design, as 
well as offering a wide range of articles on art-historical 
and contemporary artistic topics. The ‘general reader’ to 
whom it was addressed — like that of The Arts — was 
expected to be liberal and cultured. At the beginning of 
the decade the Magazine of Art’s editor, Leila Mechlin, 
commented frequently on the ‘ugliness and vulgarity’ of 
contemporary art, which she saw as symptomatic of the 
cultural degeneracy of modern urban life. However, in 
January 1931 Mechlin was replaced by F. A. Whiting 
and thereafter the general tenor changed. The magazine 
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began to print reviews and articles more sympathetic 
to modernism by critics such as Dorothy Grafly, who 
like Forbes Watson found in the American Scene paint- 
ing of Burchfield and Hopper ‘a hearty, healthy, buoyant 
American art’? Considering the Ara’s longstanding 
commitment to public culture, it is not suprising that 
several of these contributors regarded contemporary 
easel painting as too limited in social vision, too 
domestic in scale and lacking in any sense of art’s 
grander purposes. An appraisal of the Rockefeller 
Center in February 1933 acknowledged the value of a 
project that sought to unite so many arts in a common 
enterprise, but also regretted that rather than being an 
organic product of American culture, achieved democra- 
tically, it was the ‘result of a fortune seeking to find 
monumental expression.’ The Magazine of Art had 
effectively articulated the ideal of a democratic, publicly 
funded art before the New Deal art projects were 
announced, and may have had some influence on their 
conception.” 

Bruce, Biddle and Watson all emphasised that the 
purpose of the pwap was not merely relief: it also had a 
larger spiritual end, and was a step towards a far more 
expansive connection between government and the arts 
than had been known in the American polity hitherto. 
This new relationship was necessary because of the fail- 
ings of the art market, not just in the current Depression, 
but in a much longer historical perspective. Watson in 
particular attacked what he described as a kind of star 
system in modern art fostered by the dealers, which per- 
petuated an unhealthy distance between artists and their 
audience. In fact this was not a new theme in Watson’s 
writings, and as early as 1927 he had expressed concern 
about the development of an art oriented to ‘strictly 
painting ideas’ that could only appeal to ‘a highly spe- 
cialized public’.*! The dealer system encouraged a kind 
of ‘coarse-grained’ showmanship, and was unfair to 
those who were not stars, and yet who were condemned 
to produce on speculation for an uncertain market. By 
contrast, the pwap gave the artist a steady job paying 
workman’s wages, thereby raising him to the ‘dignity 
of the artisan’.** In a more extreme statement, delivered 
as an address at the AFA Convention in May, Watson 
attacked the excessive emphasis on individual personal- 
ities in the evaluation of earlier art and the corrupting 
effects of the market. More specifically he denounced 
the ‘highly artificialized French art market’, which pro- 
moted a ‘decadent experimentation’ that bespoke an 
attitude of solipsistic individualism. The art world had 
actually benefited from ‘the cleansing waters of the 
depression’, and now the pwap was transforming the 


artist from ‘an arrant individualist’ into a ‘cooperative 
worker.’ To think that art could only be produced by a 
few geniuses was snobbism. In a democracy ‘the life of 
the spirit may quite well be carried on by men whose 
names will not go down permanently in history.’ The 
corollary to this social critique was both a swing from 
‘intellectual’ to ‘representational’ art and a different 
conception of quality. The government’s aim was not to 
sponsor masterpieces but to bring the artist ‘into far 
closer touch with his community and thereby into closer 
touch with American life.’ This could only result in a far 
deeper interpretation of American life in art."* 
Biddle was more explicit in suggesting the social and 
political parameters of federal art than either Bruce or 
Watson. Not only were his convictions more to the left 
of the New Deal spectrum, but with no formal attach- 
ment to the administration he could afford to take a 
more radical stance. He too complained of the ‘divorce 
of art from life’, tracing the roots of this situation back 
to the late sixteenth century, since when the artist had 
lived ‘very literally’ ‘in a state of prostitution.’ The great 
mural art of the late Middle Ages had appealed to all 
classes with equal intensity because it had a common 
unifying theme. In the period of class antagonism and 
ideological conflict from which Western civilisation was 
emerging no such art had been possible. But now there 
was a new model in the Mexican Mural Renaissance, 
which showed what could still be done when artists with 
profound ideological convictions came together with a 
sympathetic government. Like Watson, Biddle charac- 
terised ‘the social trend’ of modern French art — ‘the best 
art of twenty years ago’ —as ‘aristocratic, and essentially 
asocial.’ However, the outlook of artists was changing. 
Instead of aesthetic problems and individuality, ‘the best 
American art of today is not only conscious of life, it is 
deeply preoccupied with social problems.’ The adminis- 
tration’s recognition that it had an obligation to main- 
tain art through the Depression marked the beginning of 
a new era. ‘In the sphere of economics the old capital- 
istic idea of the vendibility of goods depending on the 
existence of a free market is being substituted by the idea 
of production according to serviceability.’ (Biddle had 
clearly misunderstood the import of the NRA.) Such 
thinking was being extended to art through the pwar, 
with ‘serviceability to the community’ becoming the new 
criterion of value. Artists should not fear the accusation 
of propaganda and neither should government. Indeed, 
as in the ussr and Mexico, the administration should 
use artists ‘to educate the public to the new conditions of 
social life’.“* Being more politically realistic, neither 
Bruce nor Watson wished to use the projects to propa- 
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gandise openly for the administration, but it is none the 
less clear that the art they sought to promote was con- 
sonant with the ideology of the New Deal in certain key 
respects. 

All three made much of the democratic character of 
PWAP patronage. In an article of March 1934 Bruce 
claimed that while in the past patronage was at the 
whim of some individual, an aristocrat or oligarch, in 
America ‘a great democracy has become the patron of its 
artists’, and this democracy had ‘selected a group of the 
most competent people . . . to select the artists who will 
receive this patronage.’ With the proviso that the art 
commissioned should be ‘the American scene in all its 
phases’, ‘complete freedom was granted to the regional 
committees in the selection and employment of the 
artists.’ Hidden behind these generalities was the 
Advisory Committee on Fine Arts to the Treasury that 
Bruce himself headed, and which had picked the chairs 
of the sixteen regional committees that ran the pwap. I 
say ‘hidden’ but I do not mean this in a literal sense, 
since Watson had already explained in an article in 
January that the appointment of these chairs was 
‘endorsed by the directors of a dozen museums voting 
with the committee’, and listing many of the personnel 
involved. Rather I mean ‘hidden’ in an ideological sense 
in that both assumed that what Watson described as 
committees ‘made up of eminent museum directors and 
other distinguished members of the community actively 
interested in the advancement of art’ were qualified to 
act as representatives of the American people because 
they had ‘already proved their soundness of judgement 
and lack of bias. One might ask: by whose criteria? 
That is, the unquestioned assumption that such unrepre- 
sentative figures were qualified by their social status and 
professional experience alone obviated the need for any 
further form of democratic consultation — and specifi- 
cally excluded artists themselves from any role in higher 
decision making. Such assumptions are fundamental to 
the ideology of that technocratic elite that imagines itself 
as selflessly dedicated to the national interest, and which 
Ralph Miliband identifies as central to the business of 
the state in bourgeois democracy.” 

Reporting an exhibition of pwar art at the Museum of 
Modern Art in November, Watson observed: ‘In general 
the precious were antipathetic, realizing that the Public 
Works of Art Project was an attack upon them just as, 
in a broad way, the entire Public Works Administration 
is an attack upon the privileged.* Presumably the 
‘precious’ were hostile because of the democratic and 
popular character of the works. Back in March, Bruce 
had claimed that the art produced for the pwap had ‘a 


83 


I ‘Revolutionary Art’: The cpusA and the Arts in the ‘Third Period’ 


fine quality of naturalness’, which marked it as a ‘native 
product.’ While it was ‘amazingly free from isms and 
fads and so-called modern influences’, most of it was 
‘modern in the best sense’: that is, it was an ‘expression’ 
by the artists of their reactions to ‘the world around 
them.’ Watson’s characterisation of PWAP art was more 
sophisticated. He emphasised that ‘freedom of expres- 
sion’ was the ‘corner-stone’ of the Project, associating it 
with the spirit of the Society of Independents’ jury- 
free exhibitions, and he and Bruce both insisted that 
academic thinking should set no limits to the definition 
of public art - a significant point considering the 
status of the National Academy of Design and the 
power of academicians in the Commission of Fine 
Arts, which had federal authority in relation to the 
decoration of official buildings. The impartiality of the 
regional committees was the guarantee of this freedom 
of expression. 

Both Watson and Bruce were drawing on that concep- 
tion of Americanism in the arts which had been formu- 
lated in the previous decade in The Arts, according to 
which ‘realism’ was a national tradition, deeply rooted 
in American culture.*’ They also could have felt they 
were in tune with a widespread belief among critics that 
the era of ‘art for art’s sake’ was over, and that the new 
trend was for ‘art in the service of programmatic ideas.’ 
However, it is worth noting that the exponents of this 
Americanism in the Magazine of Art wished to dis- 
sociate themselves from self-conscious nationalistic pos- 
turing of the Thomas Craven ilk, or from a belief that 
there was some intrinsic value in particular subjects: ‘if 
we can create an art worth talking about it will not be 
because we possess factories and prairies and elevators 
and the rest of Americana, but because we are so fortu- 
nate as to possess artists.’ Modernist aesthetics had been 
accepted to the degree that any Americanism would only 
be of value if it was pictured in a way that was signifi- 
cant in formal terms. Moreover the Americanism of the 
pwap was liberal and pluralistic, it was not to be a 
narrow and xenophobic nationalism.” 

The Public Works of Art Project was a product of the 
First New Deal, a phase in which the administration 
continued the managerial liberalism begun under 
Hoover, but pushed it much further and faster so that it 
was in effect qualitatively transformed. It seemed as if a 
new ‘administrative state’ was in the making, to borrow 
Alan Dawley’s phase. New Deal ideologues such as 
Rexford Tugwell, Raymond Moley and Henry Wallace 
wished to use the power of the state to regulate corpo- 
rate capital so as to achieve greater stability and order 
and thereby alleviate gross inequality. Like many 
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liberals, they were convinced that only social planning 
could save capitalism.*' However unsystematic and 
embryonic, the statements by Bruce, Biddle and Watson 
I have been looking at rest on cognate assumptions 
about the failings of the market and the need for state 
intervention to manage production. There is no sugges- 
tion in them that the pwAP was impermanent or expedi- 
ent, rather it seems to have been assumed that the state 
should from then on take a role in promoting the arts, 
Fused with these managerialist assumptions — and bol- 
stering them in some degree — was a critique of the art 
trade that probably had its roots in Ruskinian criticism. 
This ideology betrayed the same contradiction as other 
forms of liberal managerialism in its simplistic identifi- 
cation of the bourgeois state with democratic expres- 
sion.* The managerialists’ unproblematic conception of 
a common national interest found a corollary in the 
PwAP concept of a unifying Americanism, that yet 
was somehow to be expressive of the rich variety of 
American communities. 

As I shall show in Part II, Holger Cahill, the director 
of the wpa Fine Art Project, recast the ideology of 
federal art more in the spirit of the Second New Deal, 
thereby giving it greater coherence and a more radical 
cast. However, this could not resolve the central contra- 
diction that the unitary culture projected by the ideology 
was belied by the massive and irreconcilable divisions 
within American society. These divisions were symbol- 
ised in complex and often indirect ways in the wide 
array of competing tendencies within the artistic field, 
and the central aim of Communist artists was, of course, 
to use art to define and differentiate some of them. 
When the administration of the projects was sufficiently 
flexible, various styles and ideological commitments 
could be accommodated under the principle of a demo- 
cratic pluralism, although conflicts inevitably occurred. 
Further, during the Democratic Front, when the cpusA 
explicitly espoused a form of Americanism itself, there 
was a significant overlap between the ideology of federal 
art and Party discourse. In the Third Period, however, 
when the New Deal was still seen by the Party as a 
fascistic initiative and all forms of nationalism were 
interpreted as cloaks for reaction, federal art was a 
much more problematic issue. Among innumerable 
visual and verbal attacks on the administration in 1934, 
New Masses commented on the pwap: 


Altogether, this cwa plan exposes the perennial bour- 
geois piffle about ‘pure art’, ‘self expression’, ‘art for 
art’s sake’, etc... . Now that it is clear to everyone, 
even artists, that capitalism is decaying and that NRA 
is a flop, our affable dictator is attempting to bribe the 


molders of public opinion and channelizers of mass 
emotion with pitifully small handouts from the 
Federal Treasury.** 


Despite this official posture, many leftist artists were 
attracted by the pwap, if only to secure some source of 
income, and were thus obliged to consider the projects 
in more complex, or at least more practical, terms. The 
institutional base for Communist engagement with 
the pwap lay in the Unemployed Artists’ Goup and 
the Artists’ Union, and it is to these I now turn. 


The Artists’ Union 


Thanks mainly to the outstanding research of Gerald 
Monroe, the history of the Artists’ Union is one of the 
best-known aspects of the 1930s art scene. At the time 
Monroe was writing his doctoral thesis (1971), many of 
those who had been active in the union were still alive 
and willing to be interviewed. The testimony he col- 
lected gives his account a vividness that is difficult to 
match, and which was only partially translated into the 
several articles he published on the subject. It would 
be pointless to recapitulate Monroe’s comprehensive 
history, and my aim here is primarily to consider the 
relationship between the union and the Communist 
Party — fortunately an issue to which he gave careful 
consideration. 

The Artists’ Union began as the Unemployed Artists 
Group (uAG) within the John Reed Club in the summer 
of 1933. It was reportedly initiated by the executive 
board of the club at the prompting of the Party’s 
Cultural Committee. The leading figures included Phil 
Bard, Bernarda Bryson, Boris Gorelick, Balcomb and 
Gertrude Greene, James Guy, Ibram Lassaw, Michael 
Loew, Joseph Pandolfini, Max Spivak and Joseph Vogel. 
Of these, Bard, Gorelick and Spivak (who were 
members of the four-man executive board) and Bryson, 
the general secretary, were all Party members. The vac 
was given a focus by the cultural programme of the 
Emergency Work Bureau of the Gibson Committee, 
which between December 1932 and September of the 
following year spent about $26,000 giving employment 
to around 100 artists.” Its first appearance as ‘an orga- 
nized body’ was at a meeting of unemployed artists at 
the New School for Social Research on 27 October 1933 
that had been arranged by Audrey McMahon of the 
College Art Association. Speaking from the floor, Bard 
called for the state to pay all artists a living wage and 
permit them to work in their own studios or, alterna- 
tively, to buy their completed works. In reply, Frederick 
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I. Daniels, the executive director of New York State’s 
Temporary Emergency Relief Administration, expressed 
his personal sympathy for artists but otherwise made 
only vague promises.*° 

In the aftermath of the New School meeting, the UAG 
put out an ‘open invitation’ to all artists to ‘join its 
ranks’, and began the formation of an Artists’ Council — 
an umbrella organisation, which claimed to represent 
eight bodies, including (improbably) the American 
Society of Painters, Sculptors and Engravers, the College 
Art Association, the National Academy of Design and 
the Whitney Museum. The object of the Artists’ Council 
was ‘to secure the means of existence for art and artists’. 
At its second meeting it drafted a petition, to be sent 
to Harry Hopkins, Frederick Daniels and Mayor La 
Guardia, calling for a programme of mural and sculp- 
tural decoration for public buildings; a federal purchas- 
ing programme that would lead to ‘[p]ermanent and 
travelling exhibitions of works in public schools, 
libraries, hospitals, rural districts and in all public build- 
ings’; and a programme for the teaching of arts and 
crafts. How very nearly the wpa Federal Art Programme 
approached this conception will be evident from the 
section on the art projects in this chapter, and a footnote 
to the UAG statement in Art Forum claimed ‘some of 
the ideas’ in the plan had already been incorporated in 
the pwap. The Artists’ Union was later to claim that the 
setting up of the pwap was the result of UAG pressure, 
but this seems unlikely.” 

Once the pwap was operating in New York, the uaG 
turned its attention to its administration, which was 
headed by the imperious personality of Juliana Force, 
Director of the Whitney Museum. Force infuriated the 
uAG both because she ran the New York region project 
more according to the principle of quality than that of 
relief and also ~ it was claimed — favoured artists with an 
established connection to the Whitney. Her high-handed 
treatment of uAG delegations did not help matters either. 
In protest, the uaG picketed the museum on 7 January 
1934, and on eight further occasions between 15 
February and the end of March. These demonstrations 
received quite a lot of press coverage, partly because 
Bernarda Bryson — who had worked as a journalist — 
called up the New York Herald Tribune and other 
papers in advance. Whatever their effectiveness in 
relation to the running of the pwar, the uaG’s campaign 
caused Force to close the museum six weeks before the 
end of its normal season.** 

As many have testified, the picketing and confronta- 
tions with the police all contributed to the esprit de 
corps among artists, and in February of 1934 the uaG 
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transmuted into the Artists’ Union and rented a loft on 
West 18th Street as its headquarters. By the autumn of 
1934 its membership had passed 700, and this more 
than doubled after the start of the wpa Federal Art 
Project in the following year.’ In the spring of 1935 it 
approached the art for affiliation, but it did not achieve 
true union status until the beginning of 1938 when it 
renamed itself United American Artists, and became 
an affiliate of the United Office and Professional 
Workers of America (c1o). According to its constitution, 
the purpose of the union was ‘to unite all artists engaged 
in the practice of graphic and plastic arts in their strug- 
gle for economic security and to encourage a wider dis- 
tribution and understanding of art.’ However, although 
the constitution described it as ‘a non-political, non- 
sectarian trade union’, it insisted that ‘private patronage 
cannot provide the means to satisfy these needs in this 
period of grave economic crisis’, and called on the gov- 
ernment to fulfill its obligations to artists as ‘unem- 
ployed workers’ (my emphasis) by hiring them ‘at 
professional trade union wages’. Other statements were 
rather less circumspect. In late 1934 the union reiterated 
that it was not aligned with any political party, while 
simultaneously asserting that ‘The artist is one with the 
power that will transform this old and decadent world 
which holds nothing of hope in it into a new world 
where the artist, one with all workers, will be able to 
“function freely, aided by the wise appreciation of his 
fellow citizens.”’ This is of course the familiar cultural 
rhetoric of the Third Period, and a union contingent 
marched alongside contingents from the John Reed Club 
and Pen and Hammer at the 1934 May Day parade.” 
Monroe has established through interviews with sur- 
vivors that the leadership of the union was made up 
mainly of Party members and fellow-travellers. This 
does not mean that it was simply Party run, and ‘deci- 
sions were made by the executive board and ultimately 
by the membership at the well attended Wednesday 
night meetings.’ Party membership was not openly 
discussed, and influence was exerted through the 
established Communist procedure of a clandestine frac- 
tion, which met secretly to plan strategy. Not everyone 
on the executive was a member of this. Moreover, even 
some of the Party members balked at the rigidities of 
Leninist discipline. The freethinking Bernarda Bryson, 
who had joined the Party while she was still working 
as a journalist in Ohio, found herself brought up 
on charges for recommending Trotsky’s History of the 
Russian Revolution to an aspiring convert, and deeply 
resented being told not to recognise Socialist Party 
members and Lovestoneites when they tried to speak 
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from the floor at meetings she was chairing. She found 
the ‘people from 13th Street” ‘insufferable’ and quickly 
left. Max Spivak, another member of the initial execu- 
tive, found himself branded as a ‘Trostkyite’ because 
of infractions of Party discipline. While Lee Krasner, 
who had been a Party sympathiser, began to read 
Trotsky as a reaction to being abused with the same term 
by a small group at one of the Wednesday night meet- 
ings. As Monroe has pointed out, it is symptomatic of 
the philistinism of the Party leadership that it should 
appoint an up and coming activist with no especial 
knowledge of the arts as its cultural liaison, and the 
high-handed manner of such dignitaries was deeply 
alienating. Having said all this, the coming of the 
Popular Front probably mellowed the Party’s stance in 
the union, and Monroe claims that the number of ‘regis- 
tered Communists’ within it rose from about sixty in 
early 1935 to ‘approximately 500’ at the start of 1939. 
In this period the fraction began to meet less frequently, 
and in early 1939 it was disbanded. Although the Party 
presence in the Artists’ Union has to be taken into 
account, it is important to register that the bulk of its 
membership supported Party positions on state patron- 
age, social security and anti-fascism out of a reasonable 
belief in their rightness and not because of some blind 
obeisance to a Party line. Party members doubtless did a 
lot of the tedious organisational chores but they could 
not provide the convictions that gave the union its 
energy and effectiveness.°! 

It was this collective enthusiasm and the identification 
with other workers that made union members such an 
active presence in demonstrations and on picket lines. 
In 1934-5 many of these were directed at the College 
Art Association (cAa), which administered the New 
York City Art Programme, first under the auspices of the 
Civil Works Service and later under that of the New 
York State Temporary Emergency Relief Administra- 
tion.” A mass picket outside the ca offices, after 
Audrey McMahon was appointed Regional Director of 
the wpa Federal Art Project, led to eighty-three artists 
and art teachers being arrested and spending a night in 
police cells.°* Demonstrations were also directed at 
Mayor La Guardia and the city government by the 
Artists’ Committee of Action to try and secure a Munic- 
ipal Art Centre that would provide New York artists 
with a permanent gallery, as well as lecture and studio 
spaces. This organisation had emerged from the groups 
that came together to protest against the destruction of 
Rivera’s Rockefeller Center mural and worked closely 
with the Artists’ Union. It was a chaired by Gellert, and 
its main activists seem to have been members of the John 


Reed Club - although its political complexion was 
partly concealed by an Advisory Committee that 
included John Dewey, Lewis Mumford, Lincoln Steffens 
and Alfred Stieglitz. By May 1934 it claimed more than 
seven hundred artists in its ranks.“ Finally, artists joined 
picket lines in support of other workers, as in 
December 1935 when several were arrested outside 
May’s department store in Brooklyn and held on a 
charge of conspiracy.* 

The union was not a dour political organisation. 
While it did important work in building a leftist subcul- 
ture among artists that was the basis for collective 
mobilisation, it was also a meeting place for those living 
on the edge of destitution to share their experiences, 
an organiser of dances and parties, and an important 
exhibition centre. Many of those who were members 
recalled the intense camaraderie it generated. 


The Union Critique 


The leading spokesperson for the union in the years 
1934-5 was undoubtedly Stuart Davis, who became its 
president in 1934. I considered Davis’s credentials as a 
Marxist in an earlier chapter. With these in mind I now 
turn to his statement ‘The Standpoint of the Artists’ 
Union’, which appeared in the Magazine of Art in 
August 1935. As I noted, the administrators of the pwAP 
had sought to differentiate the project from the spirit of 
patronage, and Watson in particular had used the image 
of a corrupt market system in art (especially associated 
with France) as a foil to set off its virtues. As a Marxist, 
Davis approached the situation of the artist in class 
terms, and set out to give ‘a factual description’ of the 
‘social-economic relation of the artist body to society’. 
He began by stressing the artist’s unavoidable depen- 
dency on bourgeois patrons who shared a broad middle- 
class culture, thus whether ‘he’ was ‘an individualist, 
progressive or reactionary, in his painting theory’ he 
had to work with ‘a subject matter acceptable’ to that 
culture, and market ‘his product through channels’ the 
bourgeoisie had established. The artist was exploited by 
patrons, dealers and museums alike, and the dealer 
system profited everybody but the artist. In addition, 
artists, like other sectors, were suffering from ‘the 
chaotic conditions in capitalist world society today.’ 
Abandoned by both patron and dealer, they were now 
forced to recognise their kinship with other workers: 
‘{t]hrough their struggles in the Artists’ Union the 
members have discovered their identity with the 
working class as a whole’. As a result they had 
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developed a new morale, which the ‘efforts of the 
administration and its agents’ was unable to break. The 
corollary to this insistence that the artist’s condition 
could only be understood in relation to that of all society 
was the assertion that: ‘A work of art is a public act’, 
and a product of the artist’s ‘whole life experience’ as 
‘a social being’. Consequently, exclusive definitions of 
quality by one or another group were static and invalid, 
for they did not recognise the complex potentialities of 
social development: ‘The Artists’ Union is initiating 
artists into a new social and economic relationship, and 
through this activity a quality will grow.’ ‘The Stand- 
point of the Artists’ Union’ was a coded message, and 
Davis’s position was stated in unequivocally Marxist 
terms in his private notes of that year. Further, in the 
genteel pages of the Magazine of Art Davis was 
restrained; in those of Art Front he took his gloves off. 
From the standpoint of the Artists’ Union relief mea- 
sures were always inadequate (in actuality they were), 
and in themselves were never enough. As the first issue 
of Art Front announced, the union wanted a permanent 
federal art project. In the short term, however, it wanted 
artists to have not only better and more secure pay, sick 
leave and proper vacations but also complete control 
over their work. It particularly directed its attacks 
against the Municipal Art Commission, which had 
rejected mural designs by Ben Shahn and Lou Block for 
the Riker’s Island Penitentiary, commissioned under the 
auspices of TERA. In July 1935 Art Front complained: 


The murals designed for public buildings by artists of 
the Public Works Division seem to meet approval in 
inverse order to their social and artistic worth. The 
few most significant designs have been turned down 
altogether. Of those accepted, recommended changes, 
deletions and ‘suggestions’ have brought the work 
to a state approaching vacuity before it could be 
executed.” 


This being the union’s position, it was hardly likely to 
look favourably on the tightly controlled administration 
of the Treasury Section. From the beginning it objected 
to the principle of giving out ‘a few highly paid jobs on 
the undefinable basis of merit’ when so many artists 
were in dire need, and it also recognised that the compe- 
tition system would mean many artists expending time, 
effort and materials without reward: ‘No artist, if at all 
realistic, will tolerate this denial of the principle that a 
man must be paid for his labor.’** 

The occasion of Davis’s main critique of the Section 
was an article by Forbes Watson, titled ‘The Chance in a 
Thousand’, of August 1935. In characteristically airy 
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prose, Watson accused artists of over-production and 
argued that the normal rules of supply and demand did 
not apply in the art market because ‘[s]uccess in the 
selling of art depends to a disproportionate extent upon 
the fame of the painter or sculptor.’ The romantic appeal 
of art meant that ‘(t]he number who attempt to become 
artists has no discernible ratio to the demand for art’, 
and the hierarchies within the artistic field caused many 
to attempt works ill-matched with their abilities, par- 
ticularly in the area of mural painting. By contrast with 
the ‘highly colored, overcrowded, bitterly disappointing 
competitive world’ in which artists had been enmeshed, 
the Treasury Section offered a fair competition system in 
which impartial committees judged anonymous entries. 
Although there could be only one winner in each 
competition, those who did not win but demonstrated 
ability would be ‘placed upon a list of future possible 
appointees.’ The system gave artists ‘a real chance’ 
instead of a ‘one-thousand-to-one’ chance.” 

Davis’s brilliantly acerbic response focussed on the 
issues of quality and expert authority. He pointed both 
to Watson’s patrician assumptions that authorised him 
to judge who was an artist and who was not, and their 
corollary in the appointment of regional committees 
made up of non-artists. In sum: ‘Watson is resourceful in 
finding various angles from which to show his scorn of 
the artists as a class.’ Moreover there was a continuity 
between Watson’s disdain for the ‘heterogeneous mob’ 
of those who ‘insist that they are artists’, and the attacks 
on artists as ‘Hobohemian Chiselers and Squawkers’ 
that appeared in the reactionary Hearst press. Watson’s 
paternalism was only a more calculated version of the 
same attitude, since for him the government was ‘a 
kindly father’ who had granted the artist ‘the right to 
work at a smashed trade-union wage scale.’ Citing 
Bruce, Davis claimed the Section was conceived as a 
palliative to revolution: ‘if the Section brings art to the 
people, a sufficient distraction from the irritation of 
material deficiencies will be effected to offset possible 
protests of an annoying character.’” It will be clear, 
I hope, that Davis’s position is entirely consonant with 
the larger position of the Communist Party on the New 
Deal prior to the People’s Front. 

Not surprisingly, Watson, who had attended an 
Artists’ Union meeting at the beginning of the year and 
wrote a very positive appraisal of the February Art 
Front, became increasingly critical of Communist artists 
and in November described Davis as a ‘Red’.”' In fact, 
despite the element of truth in Watson’s statements, 
Davis had identified their inconsistencies around the 
category of the worker. Taking the position of the prop- 
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ertied, Watson assumed that government demonstrated 
its benevolence through relief employment. Taking the 
position of a worker, Davis assumed that the govern- 
ment was simply an extension of the capitalist class 
being forced to make concessions by the organised 
working class. Any claims workers made against the 
government were justified since the bourgeois state 





was only a transitional arrangement. Moreover, Watson 
claimed quite wrongly that in employing artists as wage 
labourers the state conferred on them ‘the dignity of 
the artisan’, whereas actually their situation in the 
art market was more truly artisanal, albeit mediated 
through complex relationships with dealers who acted 
as middlemen. Watson implied that artists were effec- 
tively moving from an exploitative relationship to a 
non-exploitative one. Davis saw quite clearly that artists 
were exchanging one exploitative relationship for 
another. 


Communists in the Public Works of 
Art Project 


Helen Harrison has claimed that the John Reed Club 
artists ‘responded enthusiastically’ to the setting up of 
the pwap, and that many of them ‘sought to use it as a 
vehicle for the exhibition of support for the broader 
policies of the New Deal.’” It is true that numerous left- 
wing artists worked for the project in New York and 
elsewhere, and that some wrote letters to the adminis- 
trators thanking them for their efforts. However, this is 
not the whole story, and against it needs to be set the 
complaints several left-wingers made about the incom- 
petence and prejudice of project administrators, and the 
dissatisfaction expressed by administrators with the 
attitude of some of those with John Reed Club connec- 
tions.” Harrison interprets Artists’ Union protests in 
New York as being directed against the regional director, 
but this underestimates the ambitions of its members, 
who, according to the union spokesperson Bernarda 
Bryson, aimed ‘to use the salaries cwa and pwa provide 
us for the encouragement of artistic propaganda against 
the existing system.’” It also ignores the fact that both 
the New York Artists’ Union and the Artists and 
Writers’ Union of California sent in radical demands 
for the reformation and continuation of the pwar that 
are entirely consonant with cp policies on welfare and 
employment provision. Significantly, among the New 
York union’s stipulations was an end to the requirement 
that artists sign an oath of allegiance before they could 
begin work.”* 


Moreover, Paul Meltsner and Maxwell Starr, the 
artists whom Harrison cites to exemplify those who 
produced murals affirming the New Deal, do not appear 
in records of club activities apart from exhibition cata- 
logues, and may not have been members at all. Neither 
showed with the club before the Social Viewpoint in 
Art exhibition, and while Meltsner contributed one 
work to Revolutionary Front — 1934, Starr did not show 
again. Although both had joined the American Artists’ 
Congress by February 1936, neither were signatories of 
the initial call in the previous year. Most tellingly, in con- 
trast to their murals is the significant body of more crit- 
ical work produced under pwap auspices. “ 

Only a part of the records of the pwap survive, and 
in any case the project was too large to consider as a 
whole in this context. Here I shall discuss a few of the 
works produced by artists associated with the John Reed 
Club or New Masses for the New York region, the 
famous Coit Tower episode and the National Exhibition 
of Art by the Public Works of Art Project that was its 
most public manifestation at a national level. 


New YorK PWAP 


The published report of the pwar asserted that the pro 
gramme was designed to give artists ‘the largest measure 
of freedom of expression and practically complete 
freedom to employ the medium best suited to their use” 
within the general area of ‘The American Scene’. It 
further claimed that this thematic imperative accorded 
with the ‘new nationalistic movement in our art’ which 
was ‘already at its height’ before the project was set up. ° 
As I have shown, a large part of the art shown at 
John Reed Club exhibitions was either urban genre or 
images of labour, and the continuum between this and 
American Scene painting had been a cause of complaint 
among proponents of revolutionary art. It is not surpris- 
ing therefore that yRc exhibitors such as Mark Baum, 
Maurice Becker, Joseph Biel, Moses Oley, Louis Ribak 
and Isaac and Moses Soyer produced what seem to 
have been urban genre and views for the pwap; or that 
Evergood, Hoffman and Lozowick produced images of 
labour. Nor need they have felt there was any betrayal of 
principle involved, since in some contexts such images 
could seem politically charged. 

Others were more overt. Thus we find Nicolai 
Cikovsky submitting three oil sketches in his usual 
impressionistic style on the theme of ‘Union Square — 
during the period of depression’, one portraying a 
meeting (fig. 59), and two showing ‘a statue of Lincoln [,] 
starving workers gathered around it.’ Cikovsky hoped 
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59 Nicolai Cikovsky, Union Square During the Period of 


Depression, 1934, oil on canvas, 20 X 16in., whereabouts 
unknown. 

60 Hendrick Glintenkamp, Traffic 7th Avenue Subway, 
1934, wood engraving, 7 x 5in., Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, 


University of Nebraska-Lincoln. UNI Allocation of the U.S. 
Government, Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration 
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Innocuous sounding titles could also disguise politically 
loaded images. Joseph Pandolfini’s Composition, which 
he claimed represented a ‘portion of the the “American 
Scene” portrayed as objectively as I may’, is actually a 
comprehensive caricature of American justice in which 
a complacent-looking judge guarded by soldiers with 
bayonets holds what we may take to be a judgement on 
the Sacco and Vanzetti case in one hand and a money 
bag in the other, while death touches his shoulder with a 
skeletal hand. The foreground is occupied by a throng of 
top-hatted figures clutching money bags, counterposed 
to the mingled black and white workers on the right, 
and a sign signifying a sheriff’s sale to the left. This 
cannot have been the American Scene Bruce had in 
mind.” 

One especially interesting instance of politically moti- 
vated work being done within the project is provided by 
Philip Reisman. Having produced a New York scene on 
the theme of window dressers between December and 
February, Reisman asked in March if he might make 
‘a portfolio of twenty drawings, watercolours and 
gouaches, depicting the significant types, occupations, 
and landscapes, both rural and industrial, of the South’, 
on the basis of a planned car journey through the region. 
The proposal (which was accepted) sounded like a 
contribution to the American Scene, but the etching 
South (fig. 61), which was produced in addition to the 
portfolio, is a conspectus of Southern oppression, incor- 
porating cotton pickers, a chain gang, and a Ku Klux 
Klan lynching. Appropriately, it was shown at the yRc’s 
Struggle for Negro Rights exhibition in the following 
year.*° 

At least one mural sequence with a leftist iconography 
was painted under the New York pwar. The African 
American artist Aaron Douglas openly declared his 
Marxism and his admiration for the ussR in an inter- 


90 


“USA and the Arts in the “Third Period’ 





61 Philip Reisman, South, 1934, etching and drypoint, 8'/\, x 
it in., Metropolitan Museum of Art, Lent by the United States 
Government (Public Works of Art, Project, New York, Regional 
Committee), 1934. (L 3361.30). 


view with the New York Amsterdam News in November 
1934, although the paper advised that the influence of 
Marx would hardly be suspected in the four ‘delicately 
beautiful’ panels of his Aspects of Negro Life (Countee 
Cullen Branch, New York Public Library), if the artist 
had not advertised it. Douglas declared that he had been 
‘bolshevized by conditions’, and emphasised the differ- 
ence between this and his previous murals, causing his 
interviewer to acknowledge that ‘in almost every panel 
there is some touch which reveals the difference between 
the old and new outlook of the artist.’*! Indeed, the 
representation of a lynching to the left of the panel An 
Idyll of the Deep South (fig. 62) was a strong political 
statement at the time and was apparently disliked by the 
pwaP administration. Neither were the images of a black 
political activist (looking distinctly Lenin-like) and of 
the Ku Klux Klan in Slavery through Reconstruction 
(fig. 63) innocuous, and although they were not specifi- 
cally Marxist in their connotations, the cpusa was the 
most energetic force campaigning on African American 
issues in the 1930s. There is a predictable emphasis on 
black musicality throughout the series,*? which ends 
with an image of the modern city where the central 
figure brandishes nothing more militant than a saxo- 
phone (fig. 64). The motif can be seen as harking back to 
the jungle dance depicted in the first panel, The Negro in 
an African Setting, the collectivity of tribal music having 
been transposed into the individuality of the jazz soloist 
—a motif that may also stand for the isolation of urban 


Communist Artists and the New Deal (1) 





62 Aaron Douglas, An Idyll of the Deep South, 1934, oil on canvas, 60 


139in., Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Art & 


Artifacts Division, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations 





63 Aaron Douglas, Slavery through Reconstruction, 1934, oil on canvas, 60 x 139in., Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
Art & Artifacts Division, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 


life. But the forces of oppression are also represented 
here. The migrant with a suitcase entering the composi- 
tion at the lower right wears ragged trousers and has no 
shoes, and is pursued by a threatening spectral hand. 
Moreover, the placing of the Statue of Liberty under the 
saxophonist’s horn is an unmistakably ironic touch. The 
dejected figure on the lower left of the last panel makes 
the series seem to end on a note of defeat, and Douglas 


had wanted to paint a fifth composition that would 
show the Marxist solution to Negro problems in the 
united struggle of black and white workers, but felt the 
pwap administrators would have rejected the whole 
project had he proposed it. He described the murals as a 
‘folk drama of Negro life’, and the calculated Africanic- 
ity of his style was a characteristic device of the Harlem 
Renaissance. Considering the Communist Party’s view 
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64 Aaron Douglas, The Song of the Towers, 
1934, oil on canvas, 9 x 9 ft, Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black Culture, Art & 
Artifacts Division, New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 


of African Americans as a subject nationality, and the 
interest of its cultural critics in ‘Negro Songs of Protest’, 
the formal and narrative conception of Douglas’s mural 
may have matched better with Communist views than 
the Amsterdam News realised. Yet it must also be 
acknowledged that the Egyptianised style of the figures 
and the pastel colours do not correlate well with the 
muscular rhetoric of proletarianism.** 

The ambiguities of left-wing art produced within 
pwap were also in evidence in the most controversial 
mural sequence commissioned under the programme, to 
which I now turn. 


Tue Corr Tower Muras 


The Coit Tower murals in San Francisco were destined 
to be a publicity symbol for the pwar if for no other 
reason than the sheer scale and unity of the pro- 
gramme.” Painted for the most part in true fresco, they 
comprised 3,691 square feet of murals executed by 
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twenty-six artists and nineteen assistants. Fortunately, 
mural painting in the Bay Area has been the subject of 
a major study by Anthony Lee, on which I draw heavily 
in what follows.** Conceived as a monument to a San 
Francisco benefactress, Lillie $. Coit, the Coit Tower 
stands atop Telegraph Hill overlooking the bay. The 
structure comprises a reinforced concrete tower of 180 
feet in the form of a fluted column, resting on a base of 
32 feet. Ata meeting in December of 1933, shortly after 
the tower was completed, Regional Committee 15 of the 
pwap, headed by Walter Heil (director of the California 
Palace of the Legion of Honour), decided on an ambi- 
tious plan to decorate the first and second floors. The 
frescoes were begun in early January and mainly com- 
pleted by April, although some artists continued to add 
finishing touches into June. 

Lee has argued persuasively that Rivera’s two main 
California mural commissions of 1931, the Allegory of 
California in the City Lunch Club and Making a Fresco 
in the San Francisco Art Institute, offered leftist artists in 


the Bay Area a crucial example of how to remodel the 
form of the public mural for new political ends. Within 
the quite severe constraints of available patronage and 
the nature of any potential audience, two artists in par- 
ticular addressed this project, namely Victor Arnautoff 
and Bernard Zakheim. Arnautoff (1896-1979) was a 
leading figure among the radical element in the city’s 
Russian colony, and Zakheim (1896-1988) a Jewish 
socialist of Polish extraction who, with his friend the 
poet Kenneth Rexroth, worked to organise its radical 
bohemia in the late 1920s."° The pair met in Mexico in 
1930, where both had gone to study Rivera’s work. 
Back in San Francisco they became a focus for those 
interested in the example of his art. 

In 1933, Rexroth and Zakheim, together with Frank 
Triest, set up an Artists and Writers’ Union in San 
Francisco. It may be, as Lee claims, that the relatively 
liberal strategy of the California Communist Party 
under Sam Darcy’s leadership permitted a more latitudi- 
narian cultural policy in the state,*” but, as I have 
shown, the New York Artists’ Union was hardly subject 
to Party discipline, and given the composition of its 
membership could not be. Thus when the San Francisco 
union held a meeting at the Coit Tower to protest 
against the destruction of Rivera’s Rockefeller Center 
mural in February 1934 it did nothing out of the ordi- 
nary for a cp-sponsored organisation. Although Rivera’s 
personal relations with Bay Area artists may have fed 
the feelings behind this, the protest was part of a 
national campaign in which the New York John Reed 
Club was also active. 

Given the Communist connections of Zakheim and 
Arnautoff, it seems surprising that the conservative 
Regional Committee of the pwar should have selected 
them for key roles in the Coit Tower decorations. None 
the less, Zakheim was allotted the overall conception 
and Arnautoff was charged with supervising the execu- 
tion. The Committee may have thought that it could 
control the artists (most of whom were not radical 
anyway), and it could not have foreseen in December 
1933 how the events leading up to the San Francisco 
General Strike in July would add an entirely new charge 
to Riveraesque public art, or serve as an incitement to 
radical artists to introduce contemporary references into 
their imagery.** 

The struggle among the rank-and-file of the Inter- 
national Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) and the con- 
servative AFL leadership, waterfront employers and the 
city’s business establishment had been going on since 
September 1933 when the National Labour Board had 
ruled that 1LA members could not be fired for union 
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membership. But it was not until May 1934 that the 
failure of the employers to negotiate seriously with the 
1A led to a massive strike in the Pacific ports, which 
sparked off walkouts by other maritime workers. In 
dockside battles with the San Francisco police and 
National Guard on 28 May and 3 and 5 July, which 
spread from the Embarcadero up Telegraph Hill, many 
pickets were wounded by gunfire and four were killed. 
During the general strike of 16-19 July, the mayor 
proclaimed martial law and the National Guard was 
deployed with machine guns, tanks and artillery. 
Throughout the strike, the AFL leadership and San 
Francisco’s business establishment claimed that labour 
unrest was being fomented by ‘communistic agitators’ 
but, in fact, the cP was essentially adaptive to the rank- 
and-file energies marshalled by Harry Bridges.” 

It was right in the middle of these events that the 
pwar Regional Committee noticed disturbing elements 
in some of the murals, notably those by Arnautoff, 
Zakheim and two others: John Langley Howard and 
Clifford Wight. (Wight was an English sculptor who had 
worked as Rivera’s assistant, and later fought in Spain.) 
On 2 June Heil sent a telegram to Forbes Watson asking, 
what he should do about ‘details such as newspaper 
headlines and certain symbols which might be inter- 
preted as Communist propaganda’ that some artists had 
added to their designs ‘at the last minute’. Ina reply sent 
the same day, Bruce notified Heil that ‘the objectionable 
features [must] be removed’.”” Meanwhile the tower was 
closed and its opening to the public delayed. By 4 July 
the objections to Howard and Zakheim’s murals had 
been dropped, but the Regional Committee continued to 
insist on the removal of a hammer and sickle emblem 
from Wight’s.”' Matters escalated as the San Francisco 
Art Commission expressed its disapproval of the murals 
as ‘in opposition to the generally accepted tradition of 
native Americanism’, and the Artists and Writers’ Union 
organised a picket around the Tower to protest against 
the censorship and protect the murals from alteration. 
The conservative San Francisco press inevitably 
backed the view that ‘Communist propaganda’ must be 
removed, although some papers treated the episode as a 
‘tempest’ in a ‘teapot’.”” In August sixteen of the artists 
wrote to Bruce and Lawrence W. Robert, Assistant 
Secretary of the Treasury, dissociating themselves 
from Wight, pledging their loyalty and calling for the 
Communist symbol to be removed.” 

What about the murals themselves? Except for the 
four already mentioned, all the artists involved had 
produced entirely innocuous scenes of California life, 
representing themes of agriculture, hydroelectric power, 
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65 Victor Arnautoff, City Life (detail), 1934, fresco, 10 x 36 ft, Coit Tower, San Francisco. 


dockyard workers, factories, department stores, colle- 
giate sports, hunting, recreation and city streets. As was 
observed at the time, ‘they presented California as pow- 
erful and productive, its machines well-oiled, its fields 
and orchards bountiful, its people happy in the sun.’”* 
Not only was the style of the murals overtly Riveraesque 
in parts but some motifs were directly borrowed. Thus 
the clenched fist emerging out of the land in Fred 
Olmsted Jr’s Power derives directly from the over panels 
of black and white races in Rivera’s Detroit Industry - 
although it lacks the intimation of anti-imperialist strug- 
gle in the latter. Similarly, Ralph Stackpole’s Industries 
of California takes its layout from the main panels of the 
north and south walls, but has nothing of the sense of 
relentless movement that permeates Rivera’s scheme. 
Where Detroit Industry suggests a Promethean energy, 
Industries of California signifies an order in which 
science and technology are unproblematically harnessed 
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for human betterment and labour is a calm and orderly 
process. Gordon Langdon provided an equally bene- 
ficent image of a modernised agriculture and timber 
industry in his California Agricultural History. 

By contrast, Arnautoff, Howard, Wight and Zakheim 
all included motifs that cast some doubt on this con- 
spectus of prosperity and harmony, although objections 
only seem to have been directed against the last three. 
Yet, in fact, Arnautoff’s 36-feet-long City Life (fig. 65), 
which fills the largest and one of the best-lit walls in 
the scheme, is like a corrective to the placid bourgeois 
world of Lucien Labaudt’s Powell Street, another 
San Francisco street scene. Within a composite of down- 
town views, Arnautoff compressed a whole panorama 
of types and incidents, some of which suggest the under- 
side of city life. Labour is prominently present in the 
engineers on the left of the image and market porters to 
the right, while in the upper distance is a scene of 





66 John Langley Howard, California Industrial Scenes 


(detail), 1934, fresco, 10 x 24 ft, Coit Tower, San Francisco. 


gasometers and smoking factories. Just left of centre 
a traffic accident has occurred, and below it in the 
foreground a man is being relieved of his wallet at gun- 
point. The nearest thing to propaganda is the working 
man to the right of the news kiosk, who stands adjacent 
to copies of New Masses and the Daily Worker, but one 
might also see the red work flag held by the blue over- 
alled figure on the left as a sly piece of symbolism and a 
riposte to the ticker-tape machine atop the kiosk. 

A far more direct threat was intimated by Howard's 
California Industrial Scenes (fig. 66), in which the 
imagery of hydroelectric power is accompanied with a 
migrant family camped next to their decrepit Ford. Next 
to this a group of affluent travellers, looking as if they 
might have been lifted from an anti-bourgeois caricature 
in New Masses, have alighted from a chauffeur-driven 
limousine. To the left of the design, the landscape of 
mining is fronted by serried tiers of sombre May Day 
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demonstrators, black and white together, who have 
some resemblance to the workers in The Internationale 
(1928-30; Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin) by 
the German Communist Otto Griebel. Paired with this, 
on the far right, is a scene of working oilmen and a 
seated worker who stares confidently out at the viewer. 
In Howard’s image California’s industries are empha- 
tically driven by the labour of men (with women per- 
forming a supporting role), and the bourgeosie is a 
ludicrous and pampered excrescence. The style of the 
work is somewhat naive, but the emphasis on the power 
of the collective is unmistakeable and effective.” 

Bernard Zakheim managed to make something even 
of the unpropitious theme of the public library which he 
had been allotted in a dark corner of the outer walls. His 
is a relatively small mural (fig. 67), only ro x ro feet, 
squeezed between a panel of a scientist-inventor type 
and Susan Scheuer’s bland scene of a newspaper office. 
The reading room interior to the left looks jolly enough, 
depicting absorbed readers and children with the funny 
pages from a newspaper, but the composition of the 
periodicals room on the right is more dynamic and 
here Zakheim inserted a whole sequence of provocative 
headlines indicative of both the domestic and inter- 
national crises: “Thousands Slaughtered in Austria’ (a 
reference to the massacre of Socialists by the Dollfuss 
regime in February); ‘Moratorium in North Dakota’; 
‘Home Foreclosures, Banks Refuse us Home Loan 
Bonds’; ‘Oil Magnates Arrested Break NRA Code’. The 
way to understanding these developments is suggested 
by the figure reaching for a red bound volume of Marx’s 
Capital from the shelves next to the window opening. 
(Significantly, this figure is a portrait of John Langley 
Howard.) These shelves contain a wide selection of 
left-wing authors, including Lion Feuchtwanger, Ilya 
Ehrenburg, John Strachey, Langston Hughes, Grace 
Lumpkin, Granville Hicks, Gorky and Bukharin. On the 
very top shelf a volume labelled Hitler is placed next to 
one labelled De Sade. By contrast with the absorption 
of the faces in the reading room, the faces of the 
three nearest figures on the right suggest a dawning 
consciousness and resolution. 

In the event, however, it was only the murals by 
Clifford Wight that were actually changed in any partic- 
ular. His contribution was relatively small, being four 
ro x 4 feet panels of ‘Leaders of California Life’ repre- 
senting a cowboy, a farmer, a surveyor and a steel- 
worker. While undeniably accomplished as Riveraesque 
images of worker types, in themselves they are hardly 
revolutionary (although it is notable that with the excep- 
tion of the cowboy they are thoroughly modern types — 
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67 Bernard Zakheim, Library, 1934, fresco, 1o ft, Coit 


Wight’s farmer holds a wrench, not a pitchfork). As 
seen today, situated respectively opposite Maxine 
Albro’s anaemic panorama of California agriculture and 
Stackpole’s Industries of California, their impassive 
dignity is wasted. In any case, it was not the figures in 
themselves that caused alarm but a trio of decorative 
panels above the three windows framed by the Surveyor 
and the Steelworker (fig. 68), for which sketches had not 
been asked. These we know only from a contemporary 


newspaper description: 


Over the central window he stretched a bridge, at the 
center of which is a circle containing the Blue Eagle of 
the nra. Over the right-hand window he stretched a 
segment of chain; in the circle . . . appears the legend, 
‘In God We Trust’ — symbolizing the American dollar, 
or... capitalism. Over the left-hand window he 
placed a section of woven cable and a circle framing a 
hammer, a sickle, and the legend ‘United Workers of 
the World’, in short, Communism.” 
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. San Francisco 


Wight denied being a Communist and claimed, some- 
what disingenuously, that ‘[T]he symbol of Communism 
is in no way an exhortation or propaganda, but a simple 
statement of an existing condition.’ However, he 
insisted that the window panels were integral to his 
work and refused to remove them. He was right. Effec- 
tively, his three symbols suggested three contending 
solutions to the present crisis, and the four dignified 
workers he had pictured beneath could only support the 
message associated with the hammer and sickle. Bruce 
did not need to see this first hand. He knew the pwar 
could not sponsor the public display of Communism’s 
most potent emblem and ordered the symbolic panels 
removed, thereby condemning Wight’s figures to their 
present mute condition.” 

Mild as the iconoclasm at the Coit Tower was when 
one considers what remained, it became a symbol of 
censorship within the federal art programmes.” It served 
as a warning that Communist artists would not work 





68 Clifford Wight, Steelworker, 1934, fresco, 10 x 4 ft, Coit 
Tower, San Francisco. 


with complete freedom as federal employees. Overt 
Communist symbols were out, and thereafter they would 
need to adopt more discreet strategies to disseminate 
their political beliefs. With the coming of the People’s 
Front and the Party’s gradual abandonment of revolu- 
tionary rhetoric, this became less of a problem. 


THE pwar NATIONAL EXHIBITION 


The main public test for the pwar was the National 
Exhibition of Art by the Public Works of Art Project, 
held at the Corcoran Gallery in Washington in 
April-May 1934. Given the scale of the project this was 
necessarily highly selective, but even so it included more 
than five hundred paintings, sculptures, prints and craft 
objects. The most controversial aspect, the public 
murals, were represented by six sample panels, with a 
selection of seventy-five photographs of completed 
murals and panoramas. Since the object of the show was 
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to convince the Washington establishment that federal 
funding for the arts produced public benefits, one would 
expect it to have been a sanitised version of what had 
been received — as one review commented: “There would 
hardly be any bomb-throwing paintings contributed 
under Uncle Sam’s patronage, nor would very many get 
thru the regional and national siftings that took place 
before the final group was assembled.’ The reviewer 
contrasted the display with that of the Society of 
Independent Artists, which had ‘any number of radical 
paintings to delight the scandal-mongers and irritate the 
Tories’, and concluded that ‘the pwa artists left their 


social views out of their pictures’.' 


®° Tronically, the only 
work to cause a scandal, Paul Cadmus’s The Fleet’s In 
(Naval Historical Center, Washington, pc), did so 
because of its sexual content, which provoked a retired 
admiral to complain it was a libel on the Navy. Pressure 
was put on Bruce by the Secretary of the Navy and the 
painting was not shown — but the incident was widely 
reported in the press. 

Newspaper clippings collected by the project admi- 
nistrators suggest that the exhibition was favourably 
received by mainstream art critics, and taken to manifest 
both democratic ideals and the promise of the New 
Deal. The well respected Emily Genauer observed: 





“These are pictures which represent the American scene, 
art for, by and of the people — designed for their build- 
ings, created by their own artists and depicting their 
own lives.’ While Helen Appleton Read of the Brooklyn 
Eagle claimed that ‘a new spirit is immediately felt from 
the moment the visitor enters the galleries’, and said of 
the murals that ‘[wJithout in any case being propagan- 
distic in the derogratory sense of the word, they are a 
definite brief for a new social order, based on the ideals 
of a true American democracy.’ Interestingly, the exhibi- 
tion was hailed in at least one union journal for fore- 
grounding images of ‘labour and industrial character’, 
which it claimed were preponderant.""! 

The exhibition was also given an offical imprimatur 
by the president and Mrs Roosevelt, who spent an hour 
and a quarter in the Corcoran on 23 April selecting 
thirty-one pictures to be hung in White House offices, 
six more than Bruce had chosen for them. In a press 
interview, the president stated that he had been ‘greatly 
impressed by the quality and themes displayed’, and 
‘remarked especially that not one of the paintings has a 
despondent theme’. ‘[T]he paintings generally depicted 
life in a truly American way’. Significantly in the light of 
future developments, one of the paintings that Mrs 
Roosevelt added to Bruce’s list was Julius Bloch’s Young 
Worker (fig. 69), which she reportedly described as a 
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69 (above) Julius Bloch, Young Worker, 1934, where 
abouts unknown, from the Washington Post, 27 March 
1934. 


70 (right) Russell Limbach, Laying the Cornice Stone 
of the Cleveland Post Office, 1934, lithograph, 17 
12in., © The Cleveland Museum of Art. Lent by the 
United States Government, 25 36.1934. 


71 (facing page) Louis Guglielmi, Martyr Hill, 1934, 
oil on canvas, 22 x 32'/gin., Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Transfer from us Department of Labor. 


‘swell picture’, ‘portraying infinite pathos’ and her 
favourite work in the show.'” 

In fact, it was not the case that artists of the left had 
no presence in the Corcoran exhibition, and at least 
thirty of those represented can be so characterised on the 
basis of their contributions to yRc shows and other evi- 
dence. The works by such artists as Oley, Ribak and 
Isaac Soyer'”’ probably just merged in with the general 
array of urban landscapes and genre scenes, while 
images such as Russell Limbach’s Laying the Cornice 
Stone of the Cleveland Post Office (fig. 70),'™ 
Evergood’s Report on North River,'”’ or indeed Bloch’s 
Young Worker, which might have functioned as symbols 
of worker’s power or solidarity in the context of the 
John Reed Club or aca gallery, at the Corcoran became 
innocuous metonyms of the American people. Although 
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Guglielmi’s canvas Martyr Hill (fig. 71) amounts to a 
sombre meditation on the sacrifices of the Civil War, it 
was evidently too small and ambiguous to make an 
impact, and even Pandolfini’s Composition attracted no 
comments. Curiously, however, the organisers chose to 
show the politically charged oil sketches by Cikovsky 
and Glintenkamp I discussed earlier and, perhaps more 
suprising, given the controversies around them, is that 
the Coit Tower murals by Arnautoff and Zakheim and 
Joe Jones’s Old Saint Louis Court House mural were 
represented through photographs.'* It seems likely that 
the organisers calculated (correctly) that the handful of 
such works included would be overwhelmed by the huge 
mass of mainstream American Scene imagery. 

Another irony is that of the tiny group of sculptures 
on display (a mere eleven in all), the work that unques- 


tionably stole the show was the plaster of Maurice 
Glickman’s Negro Mother and Child (fig. 72). The presi- 
dent himself was so impressed by this that he observed it 
should be cast in bronze, and as such it now stands in a 
court of the Department of Interior Building.'”” While I 
have found no evidence that Glickman belonged to the 
John Reed Club, by 1936 he was active in the Artists’ 
Union and American Artists’ Congress, and three of 
his sculptures were illustrated in New Masses in 
1937-8.'° In its simple frontal poses and monumental 
form Negro Mother and Child exemplifies the mod- 
ernised classicism characteristic of Glickman’s art. It was 
the use of this style in an image of African Americans 
that made the sculpture stand for progressive values in 
the context. For not only did Glickman handle the 
figures in a way that connotes dignity within poverty, the 





intimation of common humanity that classicism brings 
with it makes the sculpture speak powerfully against the 
injustice of a situation in which some went without 
shoes because of colour and class. Glickman himself 
described the woman’s pose as ‘asserting the instinct of 


mother-protection’,'”” and although the figures hardly 


seem suppliant, neither do they suggest the ‘will to strug- 
gle’ so central to the notion of ‘art as a weapon’. Further, 
given how masculinised the Communist model of strug- 
gle was, a representation of African American manhood 
through a boy still dependent on his mother was 
unlikely to appeal to Party critics. 

In fact, the Daily Worker was scathing about the 
exhibition: ‘Roosevelt Likes Paintings That Gloss Over 
Crisis’ proclaimed its reviewer. Only the paintings by 
Cikovsky and Glintenkamp and a finely worked litho- 
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73 (above) Julius Bloch, Prisoner, 1934, lithograph, 13'/, x 9°/4 
in., Gift of John Taylor and Andrée Ruellan, Woodstock Artists 
Association, Permanent Collection, 





5-O1. 


72 (left) Maurice Glickman, Negro Mother and Child, 1934, 
bronze, Department of Interior Building, Washington, D.C. 


graph by Bloch of an African American prisoner (fig. 73) 
suggested that ‘the masses’ were ‘awakening to their full 
stature of class consciousness.’!!” All the remainder 
showed simply that the artists had been bought off by 
the government. This contrasts in the most extreme way 
with the position the paper took on the federal art pro- 
jects later in the decade. Indeed, one might see the 
success of Glickman’s sculpture with the administration 
as prophetic of that area of overlap on issues of democ- 
racy and race within which Communists and more 
radical New Dealers were increasingly able to make 
common cause as the decade progressed, however much 
their ultimate goals and values diverged. Further, if the 
work of artists of the left had been largely overwhelmed 
in the context of the pwap, as the federal art projects 
developed from autumn 1934 onwards they found more 
opportunities to use them to their advantage. 





Part II: The Popular Front and the Transition to 
‘People’s Art’ 








5 Cultural Criticism from the People’s Front to the 


Democratic Front 





As the 1930s wore on a relentless sequence of events 
contributed to the mounting sense of international crisis. 
The invasion of Ethiopa, continuing Japanese aggression 
in China, the Spanish Fascist rebellion, the Anschluss 
and the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia rendered the 
expansionist aims of fascism unmistakeable, at the same 
time as they displayed the barbarism of its methods. The 
unequivocal hostility of fascism towards Communism 
made defence of the first workers’ state (so-called) 
the primary imperative, and forced a new recognition 
within the international movement that there was a dif- 
ference between the forms of bourgeois rule: between ‘a 
bourgeois dictatorship in the form of bourgeois democ- 
racy’ or ‘a bourgeois dictatorship in its open fascist 
form’, as Dimitrov put it at the Seventh World Congress 
of the Comintern in August 1935. On this occasion 
he advised that the ‘toiling masses in a number of capi- 
talist countries’ must now make a choice ‘not between 
proletarian dictatorship and bourgeois democracy, but 
between bourgeois democracy and fascism’ and, as a 
consequence, Communists should seek a united front of 
Communist and Social Democratic parties.' These devel- 
opments were the basis for the shift in policy known 
internationally as the Popular Front, but initially termed 
the People’s Front in the United States. 

There being no large Social Democratic party in the 
United States, American Communists were recom- 
mended to establish a mass ‘Workers’ and Farmers’ 
Party’, which though ‘neither Socialist nor Communist’ 
would be anti-fascist, and directed against ‘the banks, 
trusts, and monopolies’, It would also fight for ‘genuine 
social legislation’ and unemployment insurance.’ In 
order to grasp the effects of this injunction, it is impor- 
tant to register that the transition to the Popular Front at 
an international level was not just affected by an imper- 
ative from the Soviet Politburo but was also, at least in 
part, a result of the specific experiences of individual 
Communist parties within the Comintern.’ Correspond- 
ingly, there was a creative element in the cpusa’s efforts 





74 Detail of fig. 80. 


to implement Comintern strategy in ways that acknowl- 
edged the specific conditions of the United States. In par- 
ticular, the Party had to deal with two circumstances: the 
rebuff of its overtures to the declining Socialist Party, 
and the fact demonstrated by the 1936 election results 
that organised labour and working-class voters more 
generally had clearly come to see the Roosevelt adminis- 
tration as responsive to their particular interests. In an 
important report to the Party’s Central Committee in 
June 1937, Browder argued that the crisis of the Depres- 
sion had fundamentally altered the two-party system 
so that rather than merely representing ‘regional differ- 
ences among the bourgeoisie’, the parties were now 
increasingly responsive to ‘class stratification among the 
masses of the population.’ Although cpusA members 
should continue to work with the Farmer-Labor parties 
where they were strong, where ‘mass trade unions and 
other progressive groups’ were ‘not yet ready’ to do so, 
‘(t]hey should encourage them to systematic and orga- 
nized activity within the Democratic Party’.* 

In accordance with this new perception, by the end of 
1937 the Party’s line had been transformed, and the 
People’s Front retitled ‘the Democratic Front’, a term 
with a clearly American resonance. The Party conven- 
tion in May 1938 took place in a hall where the Stars 
and Stripes mingled with the Red flag, and the proceed- 
ings opened with a playing of the Star Spangled Banner. 
According to New Masses, those expecting ‘ “foreign 
isms” and deep-dyed plots’ at the occasion would be 
disappointed, rather it was one where ‘Mr and Mrs 
Average American’ had come together to discuss ‘what 
needs to be done to unite the people for action in this 
critical hour.’ (A phrase that illustrates how ‘people’ 
was coming to replace ‘class’ as the embodiment of 
political agency in Communist discourse.) As the cpusA 
tacitly abandoned its commitment to third party politics 
at national level, so it tied itself increasingly to support 
of Roosevelt. Communists worked with Democrats in 
some states, with Farmer-Labor parties in others, and in 
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New York state with the American Labor Party. Every- 
where the Party placed a new emphasis on electoral 
politics that helped give it a more respectable public 
profile, and led to a major reorganisation which made it 
more like a normal political party in some respects. 

Like other groups in us society in the 1930s, the Party 
was concerned with the idea of a ‘usable past’. (In part 
this was necessary to counter the manifestly conserva- 
tive mythologies of American history that circulated 
through films and bestsellers - Margaret Mitchell’s 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel Gone With the Wind and 
the ensuing movie epitomising both.) Seeking to show 
that it was not some alien importation but a genuine 
manifestation of American values and traditions, its 
political rhetoric now frequently emphasised continu- 
ities with the nation’s revolutionary heritage, and sought 
to claim as its own such figures as Jefferson, Lincoln and 
Whitman. Even the Moscow Trials and the war against 
the kulaks were justified by appeals to American history 
and traditions, while at the same time fealty to Stalin, 
the living embodiment of Marxism-Leninism, was made 
the touchstone of true commitment to democracy. 

As the ‘class against class’ line was superseded, the 
rhetoric of proletarianism was largely given up, and 
there were marked changes in the language and contents 
of the Daily Worker. Party writers showed a new sym- 
pathy with mass sports, popular music and mainstream 
cinema. While the contents of the Party theoretical 
journal The Communist remained as dour as ever, it 
did change to a new format in 1937 which made it look 
like some tasteful scholarly magazine. A new style of 
Communist book appeared, intended to be ‘clear’, 
‘simple and appealing’, of which Granville Hicks’s I Like 
America (1938) is paradigmatic. Written mostly in the 
first person, and alternating rhetorically between sin- 
gular and plural, this was a cleverly designed appeal 
from an individual to the ‘middle middle class’.* It was 
probably a measure of the effectiveness of these tactics 
that an increasing proportion of the Party’s membership 
was native born, but it also became more tolerant of 
ethnic differences and more respectful of organised reli- 
gions. Altogether, these developments contributed to a 
substantial increase in membership, which rose from 
30,000 in 1935 to 75,000 in 1938, without taking into 
account the 20,000 members of the Young Communist 
League. The largest element in this influx was made up 
of professional and white-collar workers, and there was 
also a significant growth in the number of women 
members, which rose from 16 per cent in 1933 to 
between 30 and 4o per cent by 1939. To make itself 
more appealing, the Party relaxed its Leninist discipline 
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in some degree, although the turnover of membership 
remained very high.’ 

By the criteria of numerical growth and public promi- 
nence the Democratic Front was a considerable success, 
Earl Browder enjoyed immense prestige within the Party, 
and his authority was virtually unchallenged; the only 
opposition to it came from Foster and a few others in the 
leadership who believed that in the rush to adjust to 
American circumstances the cpusa had abandoned its 
revolutionary identity. There was a genuine problem 
here in that no real theoretical explanation was offered 
as to how present campaigns for ‘Jobs’, ‘Security’, 
‘Democracy’ and ‘Peace’ would contribute to the even- 
tual transition to socialism.'” Defending the absence of 
argument about long-term goals, a New Masses edito- 
rial of 1938 claimed with characteristic woolliness: ‘Our 
job is to rally the majority of the people on a positive 
program for peace, uniting those who believe in 
Socialism with those who do not as yet; there is no surer 
road to Socialism than the experiences gained in such a 
struggle.” 

While there is no reason to doubt that many Party 
members, like Dorothy Healey, found the changes in 
policy ‘made sense . . . on an intuitive level’,'* the whole- 
hearted embrace of things American sometimes verged 
on the ludicrous, and the folksy populism of Party 
culture at its worst made it easy for its enemies on the 
left to charge it with opportunism and to paint its poli- 
cies simply as a reflex of the Soviet Thermidor. For the 
Trotskyists and their intellectual allies, the American 
League Against War and Fascism and the numerous 
other front organisations were just so many ruses 
through which Communists cynically manipulated 
gullible liberals. From the beginning, proponents of the 
Democratic Front were obliged to defend their creden- 
tials as defenders of democracy in the face of mounting 
evidence of Stalinist tyranny, beginning with the 
Moscow Trials (1936-8) and reports that the Commu- 
nists in Spain were both obstructing a revolutionary 
process and murdering their opponents. As the decade 
ended, the Party’s seeming bad faith was confirmed by 
the Nazi-Soviet Pact, the partition of Poland and the 
Soviet invasion of Finland; and also by the shift of line 
on the Roosevelt administration as the Party — ever 
obedient to the imperatives of Soviet foreign policy - 
now discovered that there was nothing to choose 
between fascism and British and French imperialism, 
and that consequently the us should not take sides in the 
European conflict." 

In the remainder of this chapter, I analyse the char- 
acter of criticism in New Masses, the Daily Worker, Art 
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Front and the publications of the Marxist Critics Group. 
While the context of the People’s and Democratic Fronts 
was not conducive to theoretical rigour it did permit 
somewhat more flexible critical debates than those of 
the Third Period, particularly around the issue of mod- 
ernism. But at the same time, the imperative towards the 
popular and hostility to intellectualism (which became 
particularly associated with ‘Trotskyists’) simply recast 
the Party’s intolerance of criticism and dissent in a new 
form. As a result, at the same time as the growing body 
of Marxist work on aesthetics that was becoming avail- 
able in translation made possible more sophisticated 
exchanges, it also began to calcify into a weapon that 
could be used to club dissident opinion. None the less, 
all that was richest in the cultural criticism that came 
out of the Communist movement was grounded in the 
experiences of the Popular Front. 


New Masses, 1936-1940 


In 1933, when proletarianism was at its height, New 
Masses asked an extraodinary question of its white- 
collar intellectual class readers: ‘Based not on my words, 
or thoughts, but on the day-to-day acts of my life, would 
the working class leaders of the future American Soviet 
Government be justifed in putting me in a responsible 
job - or in a prison camp for class enemies?”'* With the 
coming of the People’s Front, the magazine began to 
make more sophisticated efforts to woo the middle 
class, and to this end there were several revisions in 
format. Correspondence between the then art editor, 
Crockett Johnson, and Rockwell Kent reveals that a 
new layout inaugurated by the issue of 15 September 
1936 was designed to play down any signs of aggressive 
radicalism: 


The idea now is to go in for decorative covers that are 
not too blatant (and often non-committal) about our 
editorial viewpoint. Titles, when we use them, will 
pose a question whenever possible rather than dog- 
matically state a fact. The intention is of course not to 
deceive the prospective reader, but to try to avoid 
having him react unfavourably to our position as 
stated by headlines or an unpleasant or too strong 
political cartoon before he’s bought the magazine and 
read all the facts we present. 


Rather than ‘the pugnacious type of political cartoon’, 
the magazine would now reproduce ‘drawings, wood- 
blocks and lithographs of the American scene’, inter- 
spersed with ‘not-to-brutal caracatures of people’ (sic)."° 
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“Just ignore those blanks the postman left us. They are intended 
for idle persons who are a burden to society.” 


75 John Heliker, ‘Just ignore those blanks the postman left us. 
They are intended for idle persons who are a burden to society’, 
from New Masses, 23 November 1937, Marx Memorial Library, 


London. 








The conviction among Communist artists and critics 
that the artist’s print should be an intrinsically popular 
medium was given a new focus by the Federal Art Project 
Graphics Division, and the late 1930s brought a 
tremendous flowering of left-wing printmaking. As a 
result, New Masses was able to draw on a whole range 
of American Scene prints by artists such as Mabel 
Dwight, Elizabeth Olds, Dan Rico'® and Harry 
Sternberg. At the same time, it also secured drawings 
from a new cohort of artists, among whom were Ruth 
Gikow, Sid Gotcliffe, John Heliker and Georges 
Schreiber. Of these Heliker was the outstanding talent 
(fig. 75) and also one of New Masses most regular 
contributors in the years 1937-9.'’ Under Crockett 
Johnson’s direction New Masses became a much more 
lively journal visually. Stalwarts of the Communist press 
such as Burck, Ellis and Limbach continued to con- 
tribute cartoons in the Daumieresque Masses mode, and 
Gropper’s work remained a regular feature — although 
the motifs of Congressional villains and fascist leaders 
on which he concentrated in the second half of the 
decade became rather tired through over-use. However, 
Johnson also opened the magazine to a new modernist 
graphic style of which Ad Reinhardt was the most 
notable exponent. A successful commercial artist as well 
as a modernist painter, Reinhardt began working for 
New Masses in July 1936 and remained a contributor 
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76 Ad Reinhardt, cover from New Masses, 11 August 1936, 
Marx Memorial Library, London. 


and sometime art editor until 1945, using both his own 
name and a number of pseudonyms. At times his work 
was a regular feature, and he designed covers, cartoons, 
vignettes, maps and diagrams, often using new graphic 
devices such as Ben-day dots.'* For the most part 
Reinhardt worked in black and white blocks, and made 
full use of the ambiguities of push and pull to produce 
Cubistic spatial effects. In the cover of the ‘Election 
Quarterly’ issue of 1936 (fig. 76) this technique unsettles 
the whole of the surface so that even the title reads in dif- 
ferent planes. While the figures of political hoopla in the 
strip on the left are all clearly legible, the play of shapes 
about them matches the cacophony suggested by the 
shouting faces and street band. This is essentially Stuart 
Davis’s modernist idiom applied to graphic decoration. 
Reinhardt was not the only contributor whose work 
was overtly modernist, but most of the others used a 
more Expressionist mode. Thus in addition to Herb 
Kruckman, who continued to contribute regularly, 
Abe Ajay began providing extraordinarily reductive 
and effective cartoons, as well as occasional summary 
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I fear His Holiness will be unable to rise this morning, 
sisters. You may pray for kim—and General Mola’s Moors.” 


77 Abe Ajay, ‘Il fear His Holiness will be unable to rise this 
morning, sisters. You may pray for him — and General Mola’s 
Moors’, from New Masses, 29 September 1935, Marx 
Memorial Library, London. 


graphics (fig. 77), and John Mackey introduced a 
Surrealist element in his ‘Unnatural History’ series of 
1936 and even in more straightforward caricatural 
heads managed to produce quite unsettling effects (fig. 
78). At the same time, the cartoons of Mischa Richter, 
who worked for New Masses in the years 1938-40, 
demonstrated that such hackneyed motifs as the top- 
hatted capitalist could still function effectively in the 
hands of a less over-worked talent than Gropper (fig. 
79), and matched Heliker’s drawings in their individual 
adaptations of Grosz’s devices. That this modernist 
idiom was theorised as such is clear from an exchange 
between Ajay and the California artist and illustrator 
Maynard Dixon in the letters column in 1937. Respond- 
ing to Dixon’s claim that in the radical press the ‘tech- 
nique of a cartoon should be secondary to its intent’ and 
his denial that ‘extreme (that is, “modern”) techniques 
are in themselves revolutionary’, Ajay observed that 
‘Technique and intent cannot be separated with 
impunity’ and ‘nor must technical deviation be confused 


with “technical hokum”,’!” 
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ew Masses, 18 January 1938 


However, the problems of the magazine were not ones 
that could be solved by cosmetic improvements to its 
graphic quality alone. By August 1936 New Masses” 
editors were working on half salary and it could no 
longer afford to remunerate contributors. While paying 
tribute to the magazine, in an article of December 
Browder cautioned that it was still far from meeting the 
needs of the movement and warned against the ‘rem- 
nants of sectarianism and doctrinaire approach’. In an 
internal memorandum of July 1937, Freeman (who had 
returned to the board) asserted that New Masses had 
been ‘in more or less permanent crisis since the fall of 
1935’, and offered a plan for its revival that would place 
it ‘in the forefront of American weeklies’. This would 
involve expanding the range of the magazine by extend- 
ing its coverage of theatre and film, and starting a thirty- 
two page literary supplement. A resumé of an editorial 
conference in August set out plans for transforming it 
into ‘a news weekly with widest possible coverage . . . 
modeled along general lines of Time’ and with photo- 
journalism defining the visual style. Although a literary 





9 Mischa Richter, Sitdowns Outlawed, from New Masses, 
14 March 1939, Marx Memorial Library, London, 


supplement did begin to appear in December and the 
range of contributors widened, New Masses could not 
afford colour covers and in the event did not begin to 
make more extensive use of photojournalism until early 
1939." 

Despite the innovations of 1936-7, in the latter part 
of the decade New Masses seemed in continual financial 
crisis. An editorial of July 1938 asked for readers’ sug- 
gestions as to how it could appeal to ‘the middle class 
and professional people who should be reading the mag- 
azine and aren’t’, and later that month a subscription 
drive was announced to recruit 20,000 readers drawn 
from this strata. It is symptomatic that after the fascistic 
‘Radio Priest’ Father Coughlin denounced the magazine 
as ‘Bolshevik literature’ in 1939, an editorial statement 
denied any direct connection with the Communist Party. 
New Masses was, it claimed, ‘an independent, militant, 
anti-fascist journal of democratic opinion’, ‘affiliated to 
no political party.’ It may well be a sign of the isolation 
of the magazine that in early 1939 it opened a club room 
on West 52nd Street, the Keynote Club, for plays, lec- 
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tures, symposia, concerts, films and art and photo- 
graphic exhibitions.”! 

The problem was that the Democratic Front started to 
unravel almost as soon as it began. Initially it seemed as 
if the Civil War in Spain, which broke out in the summer 
of 1936, would unite Communists with the liberal allies 
they sought. The support of Germany and Italy for the 
Rebels, and the Soviet Union’s aid to the Loyalists, 
appeared to place them clearly on the side of popular 
democracy against fascist aggression. Yet as early as 
January 1937 New Masses printed a lengthy denuncia- 
tion of the poum by the English novelist Ralph Bates, 
and six months later it reported that the Spanish Com- 
munist Party had demanded the extermination of fas- 
cists, Trotskyists and uncontrollables after an attempted 
‘putsch’ in Catalonia. At the American Writers’ Congress 
in June, where distinguished figures such as Hemingway 
and Archibald MacLeish spoke in support of the 
Spanish cause, ‘several Trotskyists attacked the Soviet 
Union and the people’s front in Spain’.” In cp discourse 
Trotskyism was represented as a perfidious heresy, even 
a disease, and it was increasingly invoked to explain 
both criticisms of the Popular Front from the left and the 
extreme measures the Soviet Union was taking against 
those it described as domestic opponents. Beginning in 
September 1936, New Masses printed a whole succes- 
sion of squalid apologias for the Moscow Show Trials, 
as well as statements in support of their veracity signed 
by long lists of writers and artists. In 1938 it even 
offered the published testimony of the Trials as part of 
a subscription bargain.”> 

The Trials became the key symbol of the division 
within the left between those who saw that the Revolu- 
tion had indeed been betrayed (to borrow Trotsky’s 
phrase) and those who continued to fantasise that the 
ussR, whatever its faults, was the embodiment of human 
progress.”* Although Philip Rahv was still reviewing for 
New Masses in May 1937, an editorial attacking the 
editors of the reformed Partisan Review as Trotskyist 
sympathisers appeared as early as mid-September. The 
new literary supplement was launched in December 
partly to counter any influence Partisan Review might 
have, and the first of these contained a barrage by Mike 
Gold, who, true to form, described the intellectual under 
capitalism as an emasculated type, afflicted by a ‘frus- 
trate, negative psychology’ that made him particularly 
susceptible to Trotskyism, ‘a nay-saying trend’, ‘which 
at present denies the whole current movement of the 
people’s history.’ As writers and intellectuals such as 
Sinclair Lewis and Dos Passos began to criticise the USsR 
and the Communist movement at the end of the decade, 
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so their work, it was claimed, fell off and partook of 
the Trotskyist poison. Moreover, the ‘fascists and 
Trotskyites joinfed] hands’ to attack progressive writers 
such as Steinbeck and progressive Hollywood films such 
as Juarez and Confessions of a Nazi Spy because they 
feared ‘the unifying force of literature itself.’ Trotskyism 
was linked with ‘pessimism and individualism’, whereas 
‘the fulfilment of . . . liberation involves a loose identifi- 
cation with man in the mass.’ The pessimism of Western 
intellectuals was the diametric opposite of Soviet faith in 
human potentialities, of ‘socialist humanism.’*° 

As a consequence, Soviet culture needed to be 
defended against their carping criticisms. Thus Kunitz, 
recently returned from the ussr, sought to explain the 
virulence of attacks on Shostakovich, Melnikov and 
others that appeared in the Soviet press in 1936 at a 
lecture cum party at Webster Manor that May. ‘Soviet 
art and letters’, he suggested, were again ‘in a state of 
violent perturbation’, and ‘the smug self-approval’ that 
reigned after the dissolution of the proletarian artists’ 
and writers’ associations in 1932 had come to an end. 
The reason for the ‘campaign against formalism and 
naturalism’ was that some ‘more established Soviet 
writers and artists had begun to grow a little soft, 
spoiled, and were beginning to lose vitalizing contact 
with ... Soviet reality’, with the result that they had 
sunk into the twin sins of formalism and naturalism. 
In the climate of the second Five Year Plan this absence 
of self-criticism was unacceptable. Just as the 
Stakhanovites breaking old standards in production had 
voiced the ‘demand of the masses’, so now artists were 
being called on to transcend earlier artistic achieve- 
ments. Attempting to assuage liberal anxieties, Kunitz 
reported the response of a young Russian Communist to 
the virulence of the attacks: ‘“Don’t worry. There'll be 
no blood, prisons, no ruin and no darkness. The fellows 
who deserve it will be criticized — that’s all.”’ In fact, 
although Shostakovich and Melnikov survived, in the 
purge of writers and artists that began after the trial of 
the ‘Trotskyite-Zinovievite United Centre’ in August 
many did indeed lose their lives.?” 

The key point about Soviet art, it was claimed, was its 
organic connection with the Soviet masses. In a sympto- 
matic article, Lozowick reported that when a group of 
twenty artists visited Stalingrad in August 1935, the 
‘workers organized a banquet for them’, and ‘staged a 
carnival with dancing and singing in the streets’. A letter 
to the artists, signed by 15,000 workers of the tractor 
factory, welcomed the forthcoming exhibition on the 
theme of the ‘Industry of Socialism’. If the cpusa’s 
model of the relationship between social forces and the 
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state was inadequate in relation to the United States, 
how much more so was it in relation to the ussr! For 
whereas in the case of the former it regarded the state as 
simply the instrument of the ruling class (even though 
the tactics of the Popular Front belied this), in the case 
of the latter it was a direct manifestation of the will of 
the Soviet proletariat and peasantry. Thus Lozowick 
claimed that just as the revolution had ‘abolished the 
private magnate in industry’, so too it had ‘abolished his 
blood-relative, the private dealer in art.’ Since then, 
‘Social and public patronage had grown... in exact 
proportion with the economic progress of the country 
and the phenomenal cultural growth of the masses.” 
This fantasy was the ideal model for what the Federal 
Art Project of the wpa should become. 


Art Criticism in New Masses, 
1936-1940 


New Masses walked a tightrope in trying to balance 
its avowed respect for the Ussr and the model of an 
increasingly regimented and conservative Soviet culture 
with the very varied practices of those it wished to claim 
as allies. Thus, in the late 1930s writers in the magazine 
regularly hailed Picasso as ‘the greatest painter of 
modern times’, and an editorial in August 1937 even 
claimed it was ‘highly significant that minds in the 
vanguard of culture should take their stand boldy in 
the ranks of those who fight to stem the fascist cause.’ 
Picasso’s status was thus directly linked with his public 
pronouncements against the Spanish rebels, and later 
with the painting of Guernica.” Yet whatever the con- 
tingent factors, there was a new willingness to put a 
positive evaluation on modernist and experimental art. 
Isidor Schneider grudgingly acknowledged that even 
Surrealism might contribute ‘some discoveries in tech- 
nique’ when he reviewed Julien Levy’s monograph on 
the movement in 1936, while the magazine also gave 
space to a passionate defence of experimentalism by 
James Agee, who argued that much of the most impor- 
tant art of the century, from the novels of Joyce to the 
films of Eisenstein, had an oneiric quality. (Correspond- 
ingly, the magazine published qualified appraisals of 
Freud.°) In 1938 Charles Humboldt, who had begun to 
contribute occasional literary reviews to New Masses 
the previous year, sent in a letter defending difficult art 
against the philistine objections of readers’ letters: ‘I 
have no dispute with the taste of your correspondents’, 
he wrote, ‘but I should like to know how they come to 
speak for the people.’ The ‘essence of great art’ ‘from the 


earliest ballads, work and ceremonial songs of Lorca 
and Mayakovsky, from the prehistoric cave drawings to 
Picasso’s Guernica’ was ‘the radical transformation of 
nature’. There was nothing un-Marxist about difficult 
art, for: ‘Art is no easier than life.’*' 

Just as the Party’s literary critics dropped or modified 
the ideal of proletarian literature, so its art critics tended 
to relinquish that of revolutionary art for a more inclu- 
sive notion of ‘social art’, which became blander as 
the People’s Front mutated into the Democratic Front. 
From the end of 1935 until April 1937 New Masses had 
no regular art critic, but in that year Charmion von 
Wiegand (1898-1983), Joseph Freeman’s second wife, 
wrote a sequence of fourteen reviews for it. Von Wiegand 
exemplifies the fellow-travelling intellectual. She came 
from a well-to-do German American family and, before 
she married Freeman in 1931, had spent two years in the 
ussr working as a journalist, although she confessed that 
‘newspapers and politics . .. never could excite me much’ 
as a painter. In the early 
1930s she was already convinced that a true artist could 
not be involved with politics, and believed this explained 
why she found Orozco superior to Rivera.” 

Von Wiegand probably had only a shallow grounding 
in Marxism, but she was widely read and familiar with 
the whole range of European art developments. Her 
criticism employed the familiar Marxist trope of the 
period that the greatest art is always the product of a 
rising class. Thus the bourgeoisie had produced signifi- 
cant achievements when it was a progressive force 
working to overthrow feudalism, but in the period of its 
decline its culture had become irredeemably decadent.** 
This crude application of Marx’s stadial theory was 
modified by the idea that art was a special mode of cog- 
nition, and that some bourgeois artists had — in varying 
degrees — come to identify with the cause of the prole- 
tariat thereby producing work that continued to have 
significance. This was the let-out clause that allowed the 
positive appraisal of Dos Passos, for instance, and also 
licensed admiration for Picasso. In a symptomatic com- 
parison of Picasso and de Chirico of January 1937, von 
Wiegand excused Picasso for working in no single style, 
claiming he was disoriented by the ideological confu- 
sions attendant on the crises of capitalism. Equating 
classicism in art with rationality and progress, she saw 
de Chirico’s use of classic motifs as a Romantic corrup- 
tion of the ‘Greco-Roman heritage’, whereas Picasso’s 
work took off from the Renaissance, ‘that robust period 
when the rising bourgeois class affirmed its faith in cor- 
poreal reality and set up the classic as its ideal’. Cubism 
was a ‘great technical advance’, but thematically 





and her primary ambition was 
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80 (right) Louis Ribak, Home Relief 
Station, 1935-6, oil on canvas, 28 x 361n., 
Collection of Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York, Purchase, 
36.148. 


81 (facing page) James Turnbull, Farm 
Woman, 1936, oil and tempera on board, 
4 x 3ft, Woodstock Artists Association, 
Permanent Collection, 79-17-01. 


Picasso’s art was lacking in humanism and in this respect 
regressive. It was a limitation that arose because ‘[t]he 
ruling class of a dying society is totally unable to give 
any new content for a living art.’ Yet elsewhere she char- 
acterised Picasso as ‘one of the great tragic artists of our 
time’, who struggled to inject humanism even into such 
improbable works as the Museum of Modern Art’s 
Bather by the Sea (1929).** 

For von Wiegand, form was ‘the one and only true 
problem of western art’, and she consistently empha- 
sised the fertilising effects of modernist innovations, 
whether she was talking about modern architecture and 
design or Spanish Republican posters in which ‘modern 
art functions efficiently and carries a message more ade- 
quately than the old-fashioned type of illustration.’** 
Concomitantly, the ‘post-war generation’ of American 
artists had ‘[t]hrough their emphasis on sensuous values 
and compositional organization raised the aesthetic 
standard of American painting.’ When confronted with 
the wide array of styles within the American Artists’ 
Congress and other group exhibitions of the left, von 
Wiegand looked for that same fusion of modernist form 
with social themes that she wanted from Picasso. But 
this was not a plea for programmatic painting. Com- 
menting on the lack of art with ‘a definite social 
program’ in the Congress’s First National Exhibition, 
she observed that ‘although the artist may hold certain 
intellectual convictions, it is only when these convictions 
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become part of his emotional experience that he can 
integrate them with his life and art.’ 

This position allowed yon Wiegand considerable 
flexibility in her judgements, so that on the one hand she 
could describe Louis Ribak’s naturalistic Home Relief 
Station (fig. 80) as ‘an excellent example of the transi- 
tion of contemporary painting from static recording to 
active social criticism’, and on the other praise Stuart 
Davis’s ‘brilliant Red Cart’ (see fig. 95). A ‘struggle for 
new forms of expression’ was widely apparent, and like 
several contemporary critics von Wiegand noted a dis- 
tinct Expressionist trend, which was evident especially 
in the work of Joe Solman, Nahum Tschacbasoy and 
other members of ‘The Ten’ group.” 

Although von Wiegand claimed that ‘the whole move- 
ment in plastic art since the turn of the century has been 
consistently away from representational painting’, she 
could be impressed by ‘direct and uncompromizing 
realism’. Reviewing an exhibition of Midwestern artists 
at the aca Gallery, she acknowledged that their ‘feeling 
for illustration and satiric caricature’ was a ‘seeming 
backward aesthetic step’, at the same time as suggesting 
that its parallels with ‘American advertising art, maga- 
zine illustration, and the comic strip’ meant it had the 
potential ‘for real mass popularity’. Her judgement on 
the works in this show (fig. 81) reveals that fusion 
between Americanism and an imaginary model of Soviet 
culture I referred to earlier: 
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Something of the American pioneer spirit imbues 
these canvases with a harsh integrity; something of 
puritan tradition lurks in the rejection of sensuous 
values for literal fidelity to detail. A splendid portrait 
like that of James Turnbull’s Flood Refugee carves out 
a new segment of reality akin in feeling to that cap- 
tured by the Soviet films.** 

This also indicates that what von Wiegand was looking 
for in art was work that produced the effect of an urgent 
contemporaneity, and this effect was not restricted to 
any single style form. But the comparison with Soviet 
film (and not painting) is also telling because, in private 
at least, she was insistent the ussr was still ‘culturally 
in the r9th century’, and that contemporary artists had 
to become technically progressive to be effective in the 
American context.” 

New Masses put on its art critics the constraints of 
writing short reviews in the magazine column mode, and 
most of von Wiegand’s contributions suffer from this 
limitation. As I shall show, she wrote more extended and 
interesting reviews for Art Front. After July 1937 she 
made but one further contribution to New Masses, 
a circumstance almost certainly connected with the 
increasing estrangement of her husband from the Party 
as a result of ‘deviations’ in his autobiographical 
account of the Communist literary movement, An 











American Testament." But in any case she was unsuited 
for the role of New Masses critic by her independent 
judgements on things Soviet and her disdain for the 
Federal Art Project, which she believed had served only 
to entrench artists in outmoded practices. In 1937 she 
opined that Arshile Gorky was ‘the only man who has 
done a fairly decent wpa mural. sofar’ (sic).*! 

The art notices of Elizabeth McCausland, who wrote 
twenty-two reviews for New Masses between April 
1937 and March 1939 under the pseudonym ‘Elizabeth 
Noble’, illustrate the stultifying effect the Democratic 
Front could have on Marxist criticism. A graduate of 
Smith College, from 1923 to 1935 McCausland was 
based in Springfield, Massachusetts, where she was on 
the staff of the liberal Springfield Republican. In the 
1920s she was radicalised by her involvement with the 
Sacco-Vanzetti defence committee, the New Bedford 
textile strike and the campaign against child labour 
in New England. At the same time she was increasingly 
interested in art and began to write regular art criticism 
for her paper. McCausland moved to New York in 1935 
and became active in the Artists’ Union and American 
Artists’ Congress. Whether or not she was a Party 
member herself, McCausland numbered several Com- 
munists among her friends, including the artists Harry 
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Gottlieb and Elizabeth Olds, and prominent Party 
women such as Grace Hutchins and Anna Rochester.” 

McCausland’s column would almost be better charac- 
terised as art reporting rather than art criticism. It is 
symptomatic of the moment that she wrote with par- 
ticular enthusiasm about documentary photography and 
film, which essentially provided the benchmark of her 
aesthetic. In her view, documentary matched the con- 
temporary mood because ‘today we do not have a great 
deal of time for or patience with aloof and precious 
aesthetic meanderings’: ‘The critical battle of a decade 
ago over art for art’s sake, non-communication and 
non-intelligibility today centers in the revelation of the 
document to the work of art.’ Photography had an 
important lesson for ‘social artists’ because it showed 
‘that to be a powerful social weapon a picture must be 
concrete and realistic, packed with tangible content.’ Its 
example meant that a ‘greater degree of observation’ 
could be expected from social artists who should ground 
their work in direct observation.”* This did not point 
McCausland to a narrow photorealist aesthetic but 
rather to a bland inclusiveness, and she welcomed the 
expansion of the themes of social art from ‘the bum, the 
derelict’ and ‘the tenement’. In her reviews of the exhibi- 
tions of the American Artists’ Congress and other col- 
lective bodies all her emphasis was on the value of the 
collective effort and no individual works were singled 
out for critique. She favoured thematic shows such as 
An American Group’s Roofs for Forty Million because 
they produced a ‘desirable unity of effect and intent’ 
and worked to break down ‘that old individualism and 
isolation of the artist.’ The showing of the Second 
American Artists’ Congress exhibition in Wanamaker’s 
department store pleased her because more people 
would see it than if it had been shown in ‘a dingy hired 
hall or in an even drearier museum.’ McCausland anti- 
cipated that in the present period of ‘transition’ no one 
style would be ‘appropriated by the social vanguard’, 
but she also made no discrimination between those on 
offer. And despite all her comments on the example of 
the documentary mode she approved the abstract paint- 
ings exhibited at the Second Congress show. In 1939 she 
claimed that ‘{a]bstract artists in renouncing realistic 
subject matter, do not renounce an obligation to be 
socially useful’, but worked to create ‘psychologically 
pleasing and functional effects’ that had application in 
‘industrial design, typography and architecture.’ In some 
ways such inclusiveness was admirable, but it seemed 
to match ill with the Party’s utter inflexibility on 
other issues and could look simply unintellectual and 
opportunistic.*® 


Cultural Criticism from the People’s Front to the Democratic Front 


The Marxist Critics Group 


Committed to attracting middle-class readers, the New 
Masses of the later 1930s was not the place for intensive 
debates on Marxist aesthetics and criticism, although 
they did intrude into its pages on occasion. With 
Partisan Review closed to them after June 1936, those 
who wanted to pursue theoretical issues needed another 
forum. They seem to have found it in some degree in the 
Marxist Critics Group, which was in existence from at 
least 1936 to 1939. The leading figure in this was prob- 
ably Angel Flores, who had taught at Cornell University, 
was a contributing editor to Art Front and served on 
the faculty of the New York Workers’ School in the late 
1930s. Described in New Masses in September 1936 as 
‘a hardworking group of left-wing writers’ who were 
‘making available in English important critical writing 
appearing in other languages’,*° the Group is probably 
best known for the series of twelve pamphlets it pub- 
lished, among which were translations of key Marxist 
texts such as Plekhanov’s Art and Social Life’ and 
Mikhail Lifshitz’s The Philosophy of Art of Karl Marx 
(1938), and two contemporary American essays: Milton 
Brown’s Painting of the French Revolution and Elie 
Siegmeister’s Music and Society (both also 1938). From 
1937 to 1939, it also published briefer pieces in its irreg- 
ular journal Dialectics. Although the Group was com- 
mitted to disseminating Soviet criticism, it did not do so 
in a spirit of bland reverence. Indeed, what is striking 
is the freedom Party writers assumed to make critical 
judgements on recent Soviet debates. For instance, 
the second pamphlet of the series, A. A. Smirnov’s 
Shakespeare (1936), was greeted with an extremely 
sharp critique in New Masses that described it as ‘an 
example of what to avoid if our criticism is not to degen- 
erate into the laying of a dead hand on a live thing.” 
The contributions of the Marxist Critics Group that 
concern me here were written by the art historian 
Milton W. Brown (1911-98). His Painting of the French 
Revolution was a pioneering effort in Marxist art 
history, which, allowing for its brevity, stands up as well 
as other early examples of the genre by Frederick Antal 
and Francis Klingender. This was complemented by a 
theoretical essay on ‘The Marxist Approach to Art’ that 
appeared in Dialectics the year before.” Like Meyer 
Schapiro, who had advised him on the masters thesis 
out of which his pamphlet grew,*° Brown saw the basic 
problem of Marxist art history as to formulate a social 
history of style that gave due weight to the development 
of artistic forms, which in some degree had a logic of 
its own. Given that style was ‘the result of the struggle 


between content and the established historical stage of 
artistic development’, how did different class ideologies 
achieve artistic form? Unless the complexities of ‘tech- 
nical and aesthetic development’ in class societies were 
taken into account, it was impossible to ‘explain the 
endless variations which art forms will take in the 
expression of the same fundamental ideas.’ In Painting 
of the French Revolution Brown gave over a substantial 
section to establishing the ‘Cultural—Aesthetic Back- 
ground’ — that ‘almost inextricable weaving of cultural 
threads’ — which made the revolutionary art of the 
period possible. For Brown, the fundamental artistic 
achievement of the Revolution, that which made its art 
‘epoch-making’, was that it had conceived of art ‘as a 
weapon in social struggle’. It had proved that ‘art is 
capable of social activity.’ But if the sources of French 
Revolutionary art were complex, so were the tasks 
facing the contemporary artist ‘desirous of expressing 
a revolutionary content’, who was faced with 


an artistic heritage of abstractionism, expressionism, 
theories of art for art’s sake and of personal aesthetics, 
and a hundred other artistic and cultural traditions. 
Some of these must be immediately rejected, others 
accepted, still others transformed until finally a new 
style will emerge, a style fitted to the direct expression 





of revolutionary content.”! 


Brown’s grasp of Marxism enabled him to see the 
history of artistic forms as a complex reflex of class 
struggles. However, his acceptance of its revolutionary 
teleology meant that he still anticipated the emergence 
of a world-historical proletarian style, and this essen- 
tially provided the touchstone of his work as a practical 
critic in the postwar period. 

The Marxist Critics Group was a marginal body in the 
context of the Democratic Front. Its austere and erudite 
publications seem utterly remote from the celebration of 
‘native’ American traditions and popular culture that 
filled the review columns of New Masses, and it may well 
represent a continuation from within the Party fold of 
that resistance to the excesses of Popular Frontism that 
was one of the motivations behind the Partisan Review 
break. But, at the least, it provided a space where serious 
Marxist work continued to be done and served as a train- 
ing ground for a younger generation of critics. 


Art Front’s Last Year 


Under Charles Humboldt’s editorship, something of 
the same austere tone entered Art Front, which began to 
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82 Ilya Bolotowsky, Sweatshop, c. 1934-5, oil on linen, 27°/s 
x 36'/hin., collection Andrew Bolotowsky. © Estate of Ilya 
Bolotowsky/Licensed by vaca, New York, ¢ 





foreground explicitly Marxist writing in a way it had 
not done in the past. Humboldt had been in England in 
1934, when he took part in the famous demonstration 
against the British Union of Fascists’ rally at Olympia in 
London. It was perhaps through contacts he made 
then that he was able to reprint essays by the English 
Marxists Francis Klingender and A. L. Lloyd that had 
appeared in a collection of essays 5 on Revolutionary 
Art in 1936. 
The same emphatically Marxist tone pervades the 
responses to Dali that Humboldt printed under the 
heading ‘Surrealism and Reality: A Discussion’ in March 
1937. This starts with Dali’s statement ‘I Defy Aragon’, 
which accused Aragon of espousing proletarian art as 
a career move, mocked Socialist Realism - ‘a new 
formula’ that had ‘all the stupidity’ of its predecessor — 
and claimed Surrealism as the ‘most advanced’ develop- 
ment in the domain of aesthetics. In response, Humboldt 
sought to defend proletarian art by listing some of its 
literary achievements, and presented Socialist Realism 
as an ‘extension’ of proletarianism ‘through a Marxist 
approach to the aesthetic experience.’ It was ‘not realism 
in the bourgeois sense, not naturalism’, and neither was 
it ‘propaganda’ as such. Rather: ‘[t]he socialist realist 
projects experience saturated with values, with revolu- 
tionary meanings, values imbedded in experience, 
completely accessible only to the artist with a Marxist 
culture.’ Moreover, when it came to matters of form, the 
social realist was ‘no philistine’: ‘He may find that an 
artist like Leger [sic], by the revolutionary character of 
his form alone, is nearer a dialectical view of the modern 
world than a Dali with his pseudo-revolutionary 
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83 Joseph Solman, The Oculist, 1937, oil on canvas, 25 x 34in., 
Collection Eva Roman Haller. 


self-conscious Unconscious framed in a reactionary 
technique.’ To hammer home the point, Humboldt’s 
response was accompanied with a more laboured state- 
ment by Samuel Putnam that argued Surrealism was 
essentially idealist in its philosophical premisses and 
thus fundamentally incompatible with Marxism: ‘[t]he 
only truly Marxist art is a socialist realism.’ Yet if, 
as these statements suggest, Socialist Realism came 
to replace proletarian art as the key critical category 
among more informed commentators, its implications 
for artistic practice seemed if anything vaguer.™* 

The most interesting development in Art Front’s 
appraisal of contemporary art in its later phase straddles 
the editorships of Solman and Humboldt, and that is the 
attempt to articulate the bases for an American Expres- 
sionism. This was partly occasioned by the exhibits of 
The Ten group, which had been set up in 1935 by a 
small band of artists dissatisfied with the gallery policy 
of their dealer Robert Godsoe. The Ten held monthly 
meetings at the studio of Joseph Solman on Second 
Avenue, and between December 193 5 and the autumn of 
1939 put on a total of eight exhibitions, with somewhat 
varying personnel. The group was not linked by any 
tightly defined aesthetic, but their art was painterly and 
at least partially modelled on the example of German 
Expressionism, which had been widely shown in New 
York galleries since the mid-1920s. Of the nine 
founders, at least three — Ben-Zion, Solman and Nahum 
Tschacbasov — were involved with Communist-spon- 
sored organisations and publications at some time. 
Moreover the group as a whole occasionally aligned 
itself with the Democratic Front, as in late 1937 when 
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‘wn auction sale of paintings, prints, and drawings’ by 
them was organised at the Brooklyn Heights branch of 
the American League Against War and Fascism, the 
proceeds going to Spanish refugee children.’’ However, 
the reviewer of their first exhibition in Art Front, 
Herbert Lawrence, assumed that they were united not 
just by grounding in the modern ‘tradition’, but also in 
their ‘effort to synthesise this tradition with contempo- 
rary realistic social needs.’ While this seemed to work 
for some exhibits by Ben-Zion, Tschacbasov and even 
Rothko's Woman Sewing, it was manifestly inappropri- 
ate for others, and Lawrence concluded that ‘the result 
here is only a statement of the problem’.°° 

Through her wide knowledge and contacts within the 
German emigre community, the left critic who was best 
equipped to address Expressionism was von Wiegand, 
who joined the editorial board in 1937. Her article 
‘Expressionism and Social Change’, which appeared in 
November of the previous year, was the major attempt 
to theorise Expressionist art of the period within the 
American Communist movement. Von Wiegand’s view 
sionism was fundamentally 
had advanced in his 1934 
essay ‘Expressionism: Its Significance and Decline’. The 
Expressionists ‘belonged to the petit bourgeoisie’, and 
were individuals disoriented by ‘a period of great social 
change’, who rebelled ‘violently but without program’. 
Their revolt was essentially mystical and individualistic 
—‘|t]hey reached beyond their own class only in their 
dreams’ - and while ‘[t]hey sought to shatter the foun- 
dations of the old world’, they ‘could not break even the 
shackles of their own class.’ Like Lukacs, von Wiegand 
noted that Expressionist ideology could point towards 
fascism as easily as towards Communism, but unlike 
him she was not entirely dismissive of its formal devices, 
acknowledging that artists such as Brecht and Grosz, 
who had ‘actively entered the class struggle’, owed 
something to it. What made Expressionism relevant at 
this juncture was that now, ‘after seven years of eco- 
nomic stagnation and unemployment’, conditions in the 
United States were comparable to those that had given 
the movement its appeal in postwar Germany. Von 
Wiegand did not recommend the example of the Briicke 
group for its formal qualities, judging their work as ‘a 
rather superficial interpretation of French experiments’, 
but its spirit of ‘activism’ was relevant: ‘Neither abstract 
art nor academic pictorialism are satisfactory means to 
embody the social struggle of our time as it assumes ever 
more dramatic and violent form in the United States. 
While the religious mysticism of German Expressionism 
is alien to us, its activism is a vehicle suited to American 
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vitality.’ Among the American artists whose work she 
saw as pointing the way, were The Ten, Kopman, 
Kruckman, Alice Neel, Helen West Heller and the 
Midwestern painter Joseph Vavak.*” 

Von Wiegand’s article provided the foundations for 
Jacob Kainen’s evaluation of the second group show of 
The Ten at the Montross Gallery in the February 1937 
Art Front. Kainen was born into a Russian Jewish immi- 
grant family at Waterbury, Connecticut, in 1909 and 
studied at the Pratt Institute in the late r920s, where he 
arrived with a bookish and knowledgeable reputation. 
He joined the John Reed Club in the early 1930s and 
attended the clubs’ National Congress in 1934. The fol- 
lowing year he was listed as the prospective author of 
a monograph on Hugo Gellert to be published by the 
International Union of Revolutionary Artists — a project 
that matches the emphatically Communist tone of his 
statements of the period. Yet in the early 1930s Kainen 
had also become friendly with young artists such as 
Gorelick, Solman and Neel, who were interested in 
Expressionism, and begun to move in the advanced 
modernist circle that included Davis, Graham and 
Gorky.** 

In ‘Our Expressionists’, Kainen took the same line 
as von Wiegand, that while contemporary artists could 
forego the ‘inner torment’ of Expressionism, they 
needed to adopt its formal devices because the ‘old, 
literal naturalism is failing to register esthetically in the 
face of vast social passions and portents of doom and 
regeneration.’ However, when it came to particulars, 
Kainen found a falling off on the part of most of “The 
Ten’, which illustrates clearly that his expectations from 
them were not dissimilar to those of Herbert Lawrence. 
Bolotowsky’s work had become ‘aimlessly abstract’, 
regrettably ‘in the light of his very fine earlier Expres- 
sionist canvases of needle workers’ (fig. 82), while Ben- 
Zion had not included ‘anything as rich as his earlier 
“The Well” and “Lynching”’.©’ Solman was ‘the most 
consistent painter in the show’, although even with 
him, Kainen preferred the works in his recent one-man 
exhibition at Another Place of which he noted that ‘[t]he 
city, with all its accidental structural effects and social 
chaos has become his theme’, praising their ‘[f}lat, 
vigorous color areas, emotional linear emphasis and 
unity of mood’. 

Like Davis, Solman composed his pictures from frag- 
ments of the urban scene: trucks, the elevated railway, 
gasometers, railroad signals, street lamps, barber’s poles, 
shopfronts and signs. The generally low-toned dense 
colours he employed, and the roughly painted partial 
outlines, often in black, are certainly reminiscent of 
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some Briicke painting, but Solman’s work also suggests 
a kind of prosaic urban poetry by the accented presence 
of signs: a huge eye hanging out over the sidewalk in The 
fig. 83) as if the city itself looked back at 
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all those unseeing eyes; a naked woman juxtaposed with 


the El and a barber’s pole on 23rd Street in The Venus of 


23rd Street (1937), incongruously projecting the idea of 
desire into the grim locale; or the enigmatic pointing 
hand (a motif he used in several pictures) adjacent to the 
gasometer in Avenue B of the same year.”! In relation to 
the effect of mystery these works project, it is worth con- 
sidering Solman’s observation that de Chirico had given 
his symbols ‘a new and disquieting life’ by placing them 
so they emerged ‘silent, immobile, from some cavernous 
Spaces 

It might seem incongruous that such works could be 
conceived as in some sense left-wing painting, but it is 
important to note, contra some interpretations, that 
Solman’s work was not abstractionist in its conception. 
In 1939 he wrote to Kainen that ‘[t]here is so much to 
see, touch and feel that I seem more and more removed 
from abstract art’, while observing simultaneously ‘also 
I feel no nearer solving social problems with a paint- 
brush.’ Solman did not seek to address political issues 
through his art, but he did practise a species of urban 
realism within a modernist formal idiom. Moreover, as 
with Davis, the rejection of abstraction as idealist was a 
position with political resonance, and it corresponded 
with a belief in a democratically accessible modern 
painting grounded in common experience. As I shall 
show, Solman developed this position consistently in his 
postwar critical writings, and it remained the ideological 
underpinning of his practice. It was quite incongruous 
with the theoretical stances adopted by the most famous 
of his colleagues in The Ten in the 1940s, and their posi- 
tion also pointed to a different politics. 

The difficulties of attempting to apply Expressionist 
devices to more politically charged themes was illus- 
trated by the work of Nahum Tschacbasov, who accord- 
ing to Kainen had ‘made Expressionism the vehicle 
for a militant proletarianism.’ After pursuing a business 
career, Tschacbasov (1899-1984) took up art as a pro- 
fession in 1930, and from 1932 to 1934 he studied in 
Paris with various modern painters, Léger among them. 
Although one of the founder members of The Ten, he 
quickly broke with the group and beginning in 1936 had 
a series of one-man exhibitions at the AcA Gallery. 
Tschacbasov’s work of 1936-40 was dominated by 
social and political satires, including portraits of such 
figures as Neville Chamberlain and Henry Ford, images 
of schoolchildren in gas masks, chain gangs, lynchings 
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84 Nahum Tschacbasov, Deportation, 1936, oil on canvas, 32 x 
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S. Goldberg, 1945 (45.139). 


and slum dwellings, and even of the Spanish Civil War 
and fascist deportations (fig. 84). (Not surprisingly, 
several of his pictures were reproduced in New Masses.) 
Kainen described Thanksgiving in his 1937 show as ‘one 
of the really complete pictures of the past few seasons’, 
and in the following year McCausland hailed his work 
as a ‘successful attack on the main problem of the con- 
temporary painter, the fusion of form and content.’ 
Tschacbasov’s evident commitment to the Party — in 
May 1936 he gave a mural-size canvas to its Abraham 
Lincoln Branch at Nostrand Avenue, Brooklyn — may 
have something to do with the attention given him, but 
his work did seem to stand as a truly modern engage- 
ment with social and political themes.°* However, many 
of his paintings have diffuse, seemingly casual composi- 
tions, and he simply did not have Solman’s grasp of 
modernist formal logic.*° 

The demise of Art Front at the end of 1937 seems 
to have been the result of a financial shake-up in the 
Artists’ Union and not of some political decision,” but 
given the divisions that were beginning to appear within 
the Democratic Front it is symptomatic that the diffi- 
culties could not be overcome or that the Party official 
delegated to help sort out matters should wrongly 
accuse Humboldt of Trotskyism.%” 


The Daily Worker’s Art Column 


For the editors of the Daily Worker, as for those of New 
Masses, the key challenge of the Popular Front was to 
increase circulation and produce a publication more in 
tune with the discourses of popular Americanism. To 
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this end a Sunday Worker was introduced in January 
1936, described, symptomatically, as ‘A Paper for the 
Entire Family’, committed to speaking ‘in language 
familiar to the American people’. The stress on family 
matched both the determination to accommodate more 
mainstream values and the conservative turn in Soviet 
family policy which was extensively reported in its 
pages. Insistent references to the slogan ‘Communism is 
the Americanism of the Twentieth Century’ were rein- 
forced by frequent articles on us history that emphasised 
(and often misconstrued) the nation’s revolutionary her- 
itage. In 1936 the Daily Worker became less the Central 
Organ of the Communist Party-usa than the ‘People’s 
Champion of Liberty, Progress, Peace and Prosperity’.** 

The Sunday paper gave space for more extended book 
reviews, but art criticism remained largely in the pages 
of the weekday paper. The Daily Worker reported on 
union activity within the wpa from its inception, and 
it also gave extensive coverage to collective organisa- 
tions such as the Artists’ Union and American Artists’ 
Congress. As Party policy on the New Deal shifted in 
1936-7, it began to give unqualified support to the wPa 
cultural programmes. The task of criticism in the paper 
was thus in part to act as cheerleader for the cultural 
movement as embodied in these organisations. 

The Daily Worker's art critic in the mid-19308 was the 
same Jacob Kainen, who between June 1934 and Sep- 
tember 1938 wrote at least 106 reviews and other pieces 
for the paper.” As an artist and member of collective 
groupings, Kainen necessarily showed solidarity, but this 
did not inhibit him from making sharp qualitative judge- 
ments on the works of individual artists. The criteria 
he invoked were grounded in the basic critical polarity 
of proletarianism: on the one hand the requirement of 
social engagement (not necessarily direct political effec- 
tiveness), and on the other the need for revolutionary art 
to develop its own distinctive form. Kainen explicitly 
denied there was an ‘ “official” Marxist’ position on art: 
‘T have never heard of Marxists who expected art to do 
more than reflect the social attitudes and the needs of 
the workers, farmers and their progressive allies. What 
plastic approach, what type of content and kindred 
questions are open to debate at all times.” Among 
the wide range of artists associated with the left, no 
tendency stood out as the single correct course. Where 
Kainen differed from Stephen Alexander, however, was 
in his firm commitment to modern form — but not, of 
course, to the view that form could carry a revolutionary 
or progressive significance in itself. Picasso’s Cubism 
was only ‘social protest by implication’, a rejection of 
‘the vulgar money-making tempo of bourgeois life’. Yet 


although Picasso had been attacked by Marxist critics 
for escapism, his ‘opening up’ of ‘new technical and 
plastic vistas was and is recognized as the greatest con- 
tribution of modern times to the vocabulary of art.””' 
Kainen could hope that Picasso would infuse expressive 
form with social and political meanings in his new work, 
but the course being pursued by most of the American 
Abstract Artists group seemed to point to nothing but 
a reactionary idealism, made worse by the efforts of 
Balcomb Greene and others to associate it with a *“non- 
official” Marxism’. Their art was based on the fallacy of 
an aesthetic emotion distinctive and autonomous, and it 
was precisely ‘lacking in the true modernity the artists 
set out to attain.’ Significantly and appropriately, the 
most ‘original and rewarding work’ in their 1937 exhi- 
bition for Kainen was the sculptures of David Smith, 
which were ‘rich in contemporary association’ that 
made them ‘really modern’. * 

Kainen was clear that naturalism would no longer do 
at a time ‘when most good painters find it necessary to 
depart from the naturalistic tradition to achieve emo- 
tional depth; when the naturalistic tradition itself is 
suspect because the problems it concerns itself with have 
been solved countless times’. When he sought to defend 
an essentially naturalistic painter such as Jones he did so 
because ‘what he paints socially as well as plastically, 
enlarges and develops the naturalistic approach.””’ This 
may seem a somewhat dubious argument, but Kainen 
was not alone in advancing it. He and others found a 
kind of rawness in Jones’s work that was, to use his 
term, ‘vital’, and which was lacking in that of say 
Raphael Soyer. Gropper, conversely, could be admired 
because ‘every element’ in his pictures was ideologically 
motivated, and he was simply not interested in natu- 
ralistic form as an end.”* 

For Kainen, the whole burden of vitality was carried 
in paint as a medium and in an ill-defined quality of 
design, and neither in his own work of the time nor in 
his criticism did he really address the Cubist challenge to 
drawing and spatial construction — even when dealing 
with an artist who made as knowing a use of Cubist 
devices as Bolotowsky did in Sweatshop (see fig. 82), 
which rivals Gorky’s work in this regard. Thus what he 
found most praiseworthy in the works of Max Weber 
was their ‘utter dependence on the beauty of pigmenta- 
tion to carry across their social and esthetic message.’ It 
was this quality, too, that he responded to in the work of 
The Ten, particularly that of Solman and Ben-Zion (fig. 
85); the others he generally found insufficiently engaged 
with social forces. Kainen’s enthusiasm for Ben-Zion 
may also have arisen because the ‘folk-like’ character 
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85 Ben-Zion, Glory of War, 1935, oil on canvas, 38 x 5 


of his work (its knowing and highly sophisticated 
primitivism) and its Jewish themes could now be pub- 
licly approved as the Party relaxed its position on ethnic 
cultures. The artist’s Job, ‘a powerfully conceived canvas 

steeped in the anguish of the Jewish people’, 
epitomised for Kainen the spirit of a 1938 exhibition 
organised by the American Art section of the World 
Congress for Yiddish Culture. * 

To veristic Surrealism Kainen was straightforwardly 
hostile, although he acknowledged that revolutionary 
artists could use ‘fantasy and symbols to express a 
conscious revolutionary outlook’. But when he defended 
this practice in Quirt’s work (see fig. 27), he also stressed 
the formal differences between it and Dali’s, claiming the 
former’s ‘brilliant technical gifts do not lead him to 
niggled photographic effects’, and that ‘one is always 
conscious of his plastic vigor and strong designing’. Cor- 
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sen-Zion 


respondingly, he disapproved of the technique of Peter 
Blume’s much lauded Eternal City (fig. 86): ‘There is no 
intention here to proscribe technical finish as unsuited 
for vigorous social utterances, but when there is no 
feeling for any quality but technical finish, when the 
social emotion is not communicated to the forms them- 
selves, then we may legitimately feel disappointed.” It 
is reasonable to ask why, if Kainen acknowledged the 
seminal formal significance of Cubism, he did not 
engage with it more. The obvious answer is that it was 
far from evident that Cubist form could be sufficiently 
‘humanized’ to carry what were understood as social 
emotions, while it seemed clear that Expressionist form 
could.” Further, with the exception of Davis, Commu- 
nist critics in the mid-1930s, however sympathetic to 
modernism, did not generally see a unitary logic in mod- 
ernist formal developments. Arguably, they were right. 





86 Peter Blume, Eternal City, 1934 lated on painting 1937, 





oil on composition board, 34 * 47’/sin., Museum of Modern Art, New York, 


Mrs Simon Guggenheim Fund. © Estate of Peter Blume/Licensed by vaca, New York, N.Y 


Just as art criticism in New Masses became blander 
after von Wiegand ceased to write for it, so did that of 
the Daily Worker after Kainen’s exit. The reviews of 
‘Marcia Minor’, who wrote the bulk of the paper’s 
art notices from June 1938 to January 1939, lack the 
critical edge of Kainen’s, and do not suggest that tension 
between aesthetic and political criteria that drives 
his writing. In April 1939 the paper began to print a 
‘Midweek Review of the Arts’, subsequently retitled “Art 
Notes’, by ‘ome’, perhaps identical with the Oliver F. 
Mason who appeared in October. In July a Ray King 
also began to write for it, and for the next two years 
Mason and King contributed regularly, often reviewing 
the same exhibitions. Mason provided the general cov- 
erage of shows, while King gave more focussed critical 
analyses. The main development in their reviewing came 
in the period between the Nazi-Soviet Pact and us entry 


into the war, when the Party’s anti-war stance led to the 
adoption of a more revolutionary rhetoric and a break- 
down of relations with many former fellow-travellers 
and liberal allies.” Attacks on Communists as no 
better than fascists, and cleavages in bodies such as the 
American Artists’ Congress, led to a sharpening of ten- 
sions within the artistic field. The Party’s critical turn on 
the Roosevelt administration also matched dismay at 
reductions in the federal art projects after 1939. The 
reflex of all this in the Daily Worker’s art criticism was 
an increasingly critical attitude towards art museums, 
complaints of a reactionary nationalism in the art press 
and attacks on individual critics such as Peyton Boswell, 
Henry McBride and Edward Alden Jewell.” However, 
these developments did not lead to a revival of proletar- 
ianism: rather they led to a greater insistence on interna- 
tionalism and even stronger affirmations of modernism. 
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87 Jacob Kainen, Unfurnished Room, 1939, oil on canvas, 20 x 
24in., Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, Gift of 
the Artist, 96.56. 


For instance, the Daily Worker warmly endorsed a show 
of modern art at the aca Gallery in September—October 
1939, which was intended to counter editorial attacks 
on modern art in the Hearst press, and Picasso became 
even more an idol — to the extent that Mason defended 
the artist’s 1939 retrospective at the Museum of Modern 
Art against what he represented as reactionary criticism 
by those who could not accommodate Picasso’s turn 
to ‘social art’.*° Although Mason and King continued 
to endorse the work of Jones and Gropper, they also 
warmly suppported Expressionist artists such as 
Evergood, Solman, Tschacbasov and their erstwhile 
defender Kainen (fig. 87).*' At the end of the decade, 
progressive art in the Communist press no more meant a 
simple realism than it had in 1935. Indeed, in December 
1939 King questioned the very value of realism as a 
critical category. Arguing that developments of ‘the past 
half-century have taken all the progressive character 
out of that watchword’, he claimed it now only stood 
as a negative protest against ‘surrealism, abstractionism, 
expressionism and the other modern dispensations’ and 
questioned McCausland’s appeal to the documentary 
norm: ‘This is a photographer’s approach. In painting, 
abstract design cannot be so readily divorced from form 
and color. Documentary realism is fatal because it kills 
the imagination.”*” This was where the aesthetic debates 
of the Popular Front had issued. Changes in the political 
climate after the war put realism very much back on the 
critical agenda. 
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Conclusions 


The critical discourse of the People’s Front and Demo- 
cratic Front phases is harder to characterise than that of 
the Third Period. The latter had foretold the emergence 
of proletarian art as a great period style, and whatever 
their divergences, none of those who sought to discern 
its features in contemporary developments had doubted 
it had some significant relationship to Soviet culture, 
The criticism that succeeded it was more expansive and 
less precise, both because the rhetoric of proletarianism 
was abandoned and because the vision of Soviet culture 
was now at least somewhat clouded by the attacks on 
Shostakovich, Melnikov and others, and well publicised 
fiascos such as the Palace of the Soviets design. It also 
reflected the contradictions of the cpusa’s strategy at 
a time when the party envisaged itself working within 
an alliance of progressive forces that included the c1o 
and social liberals, neither of which were even socialist 
in their political vision. The agency of ‘the people’ 
embraced a hoped for coming together of the middle 
class, farmers and proletarians, and ‘People’s culture’ 
was a correspondingly diffuse category through which 
the earlier aspiration to a revolutionary art kept peeking. 

Opposition to pictorial Americanism was undercut by 
the new turn, so that although Benton, Curry and Wood 
were still attacked, ‘the left wing’ was now said to have 
‘outgrown its primitive crudities’ and transformed its 
conception of ‘the worker as a hulking robot into a 
humanized credible portrayal of the sturdy American 
people.”*’ Thus while imagery of the Depression and of 
the varieties of labour continued to be produced and 
valued, without being juxtaposed to the image of capital 
it could easily slide into those other varieties of 
American Scene painting that it had seemed so necessary 
to distinguish from revolutionary art in the early 
1930s. The murals at the 1932 Museum of Modern Art 
show and the collective paintings of the John Reed 
Club had been full of imagery that pitted workers and 
peasants against capitalists. Perhaps the most typical 
picture of the class enemy from the later 1930s is 
Gropper’s The Senate (fig. 88), which was shown at the 
artist’s solo exhibition in 1936, and bought for MoMA by 
its president, A. Conger Goodyear, for $400. In January 
1938 New Masses offered a print of the picture with a 
subscription offer. Its image of a political windbag 
holding forth to a largely vacant chamber is cognate 
with the ‘Tory’ congressmen that people Gropper’s 
cartoons of the period, and illustrates rather neatly 
the Party’s new-found concern with Congress and the 
democratic political process. 


Cultural Criticism from the People’s Front to the Democratic Front 





The key problem of the period, at least in retrospect, 
seems to have been that of modernism. As I have shown, 
most critics on the left were prepared to accommodate 


modernism in some degree, and many were insistent 
on its value as a resource that would be transmuted via 
the revolutionary movement from the corrupt dross of 
bourgeois society into the true gold of proletarian art. 
Difficulties arose partly because the hostility of the 
Soviet state towards modernism could hardly be gain- 
said after the mid-1930s, and also because of the con- 
tinuing intolerance of critics towards anything that 
lacked a clearly legible subject. By contrast, the position 
of artists such as Davis was that bourgeois society in the 
phase of its decadence had produced great art, even that 
‘Cézanne, Matisse, Picasso, Leger [sic], Seurat, have pro- 
duced the greatest paintings of all time.’ For Davis it was 
only the work of Dali and the Surrealists that reflected 
‘the neurotic and decadent side of contemporary capi- 
talism’ and this was manifested in their technique as 
much as their subjects.“ This meant that bourgeois 
society had produced an art technically superior to 
Soviet art. At most such a position could only be a mar- 
ginal one. Further, in its own way, Davis’s stance was as 
exclusive as that of his opponents. In 1940 he wrote to 
George Biddle the ‘simple fact is that modern and 


88 William Gropper, The Senate, 1935, 
oil on canvas, 25'/s x 33'/sin., Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, Gift of A. Conger 
Goodyear. 


abstract art are the only contemporary expression in 
painting.’ Thus while Davis warmly acknowledged that 
‘the Communist parties of the world and the Comintern 
are completely representative of the cause of the 
workers’, he effectively denied that they provided lead- 
ership in aesthetic matters. That leadership was down to 
the individual modern artist acting as such.** 

The Popular Front rhetoric of democracy appeared to 
give licence to creative Marxist thinking by figures such 
as Davis, but ultimately such licence was an illusion 
because that rhetoric was premissed on a tactic, not a 
principle. Davis and others ultimately came up against 
the contradiction of an unreformed Stalinist party that 
dressed up its policies in democratic language but that 
continued to assume the right to define truth in all 
spheres of activity, and to adjudicate between what was 
progressive and what was not. During the Democratic 
Front it suited the Party to project an image of pluralism, 
but once the alliances of the 1930s broke down it quickly 
reverted to the old dogmatic certainties. Many of those 
who had entered the movement at this time had genuinely 
believed in its claims to be the continuator of the democ- 
ratic tradition. After 1945 they discovered how much 
‘Browderism’ (as the policies of the Popular Front and the 
war years were called in retrospect) had deceived them. 
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6 Social Art on Display: 


Organisations and Exhibitions 





Like revolutionary art, social art was defined through a 
range of interconnected exhibition spaces, the key ones 
being those provided by bodies in which the Communist 
Party played a motivating role, namely the Artists’ 
Union, the American Artists’ Congress, the American 
Artists School, An American Group, Inc., and the aca 
Gallery. A mere listing of these organisations indicates 
that social art had a broader institutional base than 
revolutionary art — as might be expected, given Popular 
Front strategy. As before, the annual exhibitions of the 
Whitney Museum will be used as a foil to help discrimi- 
nate what was special about the shows of these collec- 
tive bodies. 


The American Artists’ Congress 


The American Artists’ Congress has conventionally been 
seen as a response to the Comintern’s shift to the 
Popular Front strategy in 1935,' but the chronology 
does not quite match with this. The phase from 1933 
to mid-1935 was a transition period in Party tactics,* 
and Trachtenberg had already announced the plan to 
establish a ‘higher type of writers’ organisation’ and a 
cognate body for artists at the national conference of the 
John Reed Clubs in September 1934. (The decision to do 
this was partly motivated by the clubs’ evident short- 
comings.) The idea of an American Artists’ Congress 
was discussed at a meeting of the Party fraction of 
the John Reed Club in April 1935 (that is, before the 
Comintern Congress), with Trachtenberg in attendance. 
Twelve of those present were delegated the task of 
organising it, and Stuart Davis, who had joined the club 
the previous December, was given the job of forming a 
committee. After passing through various mutations the 
Organizational Committee began to meet weekly at the 
ACA Gallery in the summer of 1935.’ Although the goal 
of the Congress was to bring together artists of ‘recog- 
nized standing’ under the banner of anti-fascism, almost 
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all of those involved were established figures of the 
Communist left.* 

The intitial ‘Call’ for the Congress was published in 
the ‘Revolutionary Art’ issue of New Masses on 1 
October 1935. While a few among the 107 signatories 
were not leftists - among whom I count Ivan le Lorraine 
Albright, Paul Cadmus and Lewis Mumford — the over- 
whelming majority had already had some connection 
with the John Reed Club or acted as fellow-travellers in 
the course of the decade.’ Among the latter one might 
instance the Woodstock-based artists George Ault and 
Henry Billings, who were both on the foundational 
committee.° The ‘Call’ was directed at ‘those artists who 
realize that the cultural crisis is but a reflection of a 
world economic crisis’ and thus understood that collec- 
tive organisation was necessary to combat fascism. 
Specific concerns included the decline of traditional 
forms of patronage, the inadequacy of government pro- 
grammes, the censorship of works of art such as Rivera’s 
Rockefeller Center mural, and various violations of civil 
liberties. The objective of the Congress would be the 
formation of a permanent nation-wide artists’ organisa- 
tion, which would affiliate with ‘kindred organizations 
throughout the world.” 

A version of the ‘Call’ that circulated after the first 
congress had been put back from December 1935 to 
14-16 February 1936 had 380 signatories, who were 
still composed mainly of leftists, but now also included 
Norman Bel Geddes, George Biddle, Alexander Calder 
and James Johnson Sweeney among the liberal element. 
The effort to make the organisation appear as a genuine 
alliance is evident from the fact that the opening address 
to the Congress was delivered by Mumford, while 
Biddle chaired one of the sessions. However, the real 
complexion of the organisation was revealed in effusive 
statements on the position of the artist in the ussR from 
Margaret Bourke-White and Lozowick, and addresses 
appealing to artists to join ranks with organised labour 
from Heywood Broun of the American Newspaper 
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Guild and Francis J. Gorman of the United Textiles 
Workers, both of whom were fellow-travellers.” 

The Public Session of the Congress was held in the New 
York Town Hall (erected by the League for Political 
Education in 1921), while the Open Sessions took place 
in the liberal ambience of the New School for Social 
Research. According to a Congress report, ‘nearly two 
thousand people’ attended the opening meeting, and 
‘hundreds more’ had to be turned away. Four hundred 
members came from twenty-eight states, and there was 
also a delegation of thirteen from the Mexican League of 
Revolutionary Artists and Writers. It seems that speak- 
ers were advised to avoid ‘any emphasis on extreme 
radicalism’, and the Congress was conceived to help 
bring the uncommitted towards an understanding of 
the threat of fascism and their common interests with 
the workers.’ Most of the papers from the Congress 
were subsequently published in an edition of 3,000 
which sold at 50 cents.” 

Many speeches were hortatory, while others were 
essentially reports on such matters as the work of the 
Artists’ Union, the campaign for museums to give rental 
fees to exhibiting artists and the fight for a proper 
Municipal Art Center in New York. However, there 
were also important analytical statements, including 
Aaron Douglas’s ‘The Negro in American Culture’ at 
the Public Session (the only paper by a black speaker), 
Meyer Schapiro’s ‘Social Bases of Art’, a brilliant analy- 





sis of the sociological formation of contemporary 
artistic individualism, and Lynd Ward’s critique of 
nationalistic culture ‘Race, Nationality, and Art’, which 
was probably directed partly against the Regionalists, 
although he did not name them." 

As Baigell and Williams have observed, the Congress 
— in line with its objectives — delivered no aesthetic 
prescriptions. Several contributors spoke on ways to 
expand the audience for art among the working masses 
through public murals, magazine illustration, mass- 
produced artists’ prints and museum reform,!? but 
stylistic differences were to be overlooked in the inter- 
ests of ‘collective solidarity’. As a later policy statement 
put it, while the Congress considered all aesthetic 
tendencies ‘in their social and economic as well as their 
aesthetic aspects... [w]ithin the framework of this 
view, there is room for all schools of artistic practice.’ 

The Congress’s final act was to establish itself as a 
permanent body with a national office in New York. In 
other localities, groups of five or more members could 
establish autonomous branches that would run their 
own activities in line with national policy. An executive 
committee of forty-seven (later increased to fifty-seven) 
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was set up along with various sub-committees headed 
mainly by leftists. Davis remained secretary, and Ward 
was appointed treasurer. The following year the veteran 
modernist Max Weber was voted in as national chair- 
man. (Concrete evidence of the operation of a cp 
fraction in the Congress survives in the form of a mem- 
orandum calling ‘all friends of the Party and of Progress’ 
to an evening conference in October 1938.) In 
November 1936 the Congress claimed 550 members 
and had branches in Cleveland, Saint Louis, New 
Orleans and Los Angeles, with one in formation in 
Chicago. By 1938 further branches had been set up 
in Baltimore, Salt Lake City and Portland, and 
membership exceeded 800. That year the Congress, in 
s’ Union, also established 
a student group with the title of Young American 
Artists." 

For the remainder of the decade the American Artists’ 
Congress functioned as something like the elite wing of 
the Artists’ Union, taking up the same causes but using 


conjunction with the Artis 





the prestige of some of its members to generate publicity 
and exert influence. Like that body it agitated for a 
permanent federal art programme, it supported the 
Society of Painters, Sculptors and Engravers in its cam- 
paign to get a museum rental fee for exhibiting artists, it 
fought against all censorship of artists on federal pro- 
grammes and it worked vigorously to get a showing of 
contemporary American art at the New York World’s 
Fair. In relation to international events, it repeatedly 
condemned Nazi repression in Germany and fascist 
aggression in Spain and China, and raised funds for the 
Spanish Republican cause. The Congress managed to 
put on a second national meeting in December 1937, 
to which Picasso sent an address on ‘The Defense of 
Culture in Spain’, and where a message from Thomas 
Mann was read by his niece. Although neither Mayor La 
Guardia nor House Representative John Coffee 
appeared to deliver their scheduled papers, Holger 
Cahill did talk on the ‘Cultural Aspects of Government 
Support of the Arts’. The Congress also organised 
numerous lectures and symposia." 

The second national meeting was probably the 
Congress’s high point. In his account, Herman Baron 
claimed that the mid-term elections of 1938 were a 
turning point in its history after which ‘some timid souls 
began to be less active’ and ‘others began to stay away.’!” 
Obviously, the Republican gains of that year would not 
have had any simple and direct effect on the Artists’ 
Congress, but it is true that the federal arts projects, like 
the rest of the wpa, came under more conservative pres- 
sure thereafter. In August 1938 the House Committee on 


Un-American Activities, under the chairmanship of the 
racist Texas Democrat Martin Dies, began to use allega- 
tions of Communist infiltration to smear the New Deal 
in general and the arts projects in particular. From the 
other side, the anti-Stalinist left was able to point to 
mounting evidence that the UssR was neither a true 
defender of democracy nor a model of cultural toler- 
ance. In the spring of 1939 a group of anti-Stalinists and 
liberals formed the Committee for Cultural Freedom, 
which mainly became a vehicle for the anti-Communism 
of some of its leading members. Later that year another 
anti-Stalinist body with more left-wing aspirations was 
set up in the League for Cultural Freedom and Social- 
ism. Both bodies directed their principal energies against 
the various front organisations.'* 

The Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression pact of August 
1939 caused considerable consternation and dismay in 
the crusa and lent weight to the case against Stalinism — 
a case compounded by the ussr’s invasion of Poland and 
its aggressive war on Finland from November 1939 to 
March 1940. In accordance with the Party line the 
Artists’ Congress took an ostensive stance of neutrality 
on the European war, and in February 1940 it organised 
two well attended symposia at the Museum of Modern 
Art directed against the ‘rising wave of chauvinism’, 
titled ‘What is American Art?’ and ‘What is the Ameri- 
can Tradition?’. However, divisions within the Congress 
came to a head over the executive board’s refusal to issue 
a condemnation of fascist and Soviet aggression or 
contribute to the Finnish Relief Committee (headed 
by Herbert Hoover), and over Communist control of 
the board. In spring 1940 Meyer Schapiro and Ilya 
Bolotowsky formed a group to agitate on these issues, 
which succeeded in forcing a discussion of the Con- 
gress’s stance on war and fascism at a large and ran- 
corous membership meeting on 4 April. On this 
occasion Lynd Ward submitted a draft statement of 
Congress policy, and Schapiro spoke for the dissidents. 
Ward’s report was then accepted by a majority of 
‘approximately 125 to 12’. According to a statement 
issued by the dissidents, this ‘endorsed the Russian inva- 
sion of Finland and implicitly defended Hitler’s position 
by assigning responsibility for the war to England and 
France.’ Moreover, the Congress had shamefully 
reversed its position on boycotting fascist and Nazi exhi- 
bitions. On the following day Davis resigned, and on 15 
and 17 April the New York papers carried announce- 
ments of the resignations of a range of the organisation’s 
more prominent figures, including Biddle, Mumford, 
Ralph Pearson, Schapiro, Niles Spencer and William 
Zorach."” Although perhaps only thirty or forty 
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members formally left, a great many more probably let 
their membership lapse, and the repercussions of this 
exodus were immediately felt in the poor quality of the 
annual membership exhibition in May.”’ The call for a 
congress of American artists held in New York in June 
1941 could muster only 112 signatories, and it was held 
in conjunction with the Fourth Congress of the much 
reduced League of American Writers. 

Yet decisive as these political developments undoubt- 
edly were, it is important to note that the American 
Artists’ Congress was in difficulties before them. Back in 
1938 Lozowick (the executive secretary of the New 
York branch) was complaining that the organisation 
was ‘so busy on so many fronts that there are not 
enough active members to attend to all the important 
work’, and that summer the national office had to be 
closed for more than three months due to lack of funds 
and committed personnel. An attempt to raise funds by 
introducing a new category of Sustaining Members does 
not seem to have worked, and by May 1939 the financial 
situation was desperate. In 1939 there were also internal 
disagreements over the running of exhibitions, which 
were felt to have declined disastrously in quality. This all 
suggests that Congress suffered from the same tensions 
between professional artistic ambitions and the demands 
of political organising as did the John Reed Clubs." 


Exhibitions of the American 
Artists’ Congress 


According to Baron, the most active of the Congress’s 
committees was the exhibition committee. Initially 
headed by Yasuo Kuniyoshi, in 1937 he was succeeded 
by the Communist Henry Glintenkamp. Baigell and 
Williams have listed twenty-two Congress exhibitions in 
New York alone, and even this is an underestimate. 
These included a sequence of four Annual Membership 
exhibitions (1937-41), four Annual Competitive exhibi- 
tions (1936-9) and a range of thematic and cause- 
oriented shows, such as War and Fascism (New School 
for Social Research, 15 April — 6 May 1936) and To Aid 
Democracy in Spain (aca Galleries, 11-18 October 
1936). The competitive exhibitions were for ‘younger 
artists, whose names for the most part are unknown to 
the general public and who have never had one-man 
exhibitions,’ and their ultimate reward was a free solo 
show at the Aca Gallery. They were well subscribed and 
widely reported, and their aim was probably to draw 
into the Congress’s orbit artists who were excluded by 
the membership requirements. ** 
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90 Hendrik Glintenkamp, Cuban Workers Club, 1937, oil on 
canvas, 26'/, x 32'/,in., Chrysler Museum, Norfolk, Va. Gift of 
Walter P. Chrysler Jr, 71.2248. 


The First Annual Membership exhibition in New 
York in April 1937 was matched by parallel events in 
seven other cities, while An Exhibition in Defense of 
World Democracy, Dedicated to the Peoples of Spain 
and China... (15-30 December 1937) involved simul- 
taneous shows in New York and six others. America 
Today, an exhibition of one hundred prints, was shown 
in thirty cities across the nation in 1936.’ Concern with 
reaching a wider audience also led to displays outside 
the normal exhibition venues. Although the majority of 
the smaller shows were hung at the aca Gallery, the 
Annual Membership exhibitions of the New York 
membership were shown successively in the Mezzanine 
Gallery of the International Building at Rockefeller 
Center, the picture galleries at Wanamaker’s department 
store, 444 Madison Avenue (a forty-four-storey sky- 
scraper built in 1931), and at 785 Fifth Avenue. All the 
membership shows were non-juried and were financed 
either by a small exhibition fee or a commission on sales. 
They thus fall into the pattern of artist-run independent 
exhibitions initiated in the early years of the century by 
the Henri circle. Baron later claimed that the uptown 
shows were for prestige and the downtown (that is, Aca) 
shows were for profit, and that with the exception of the 
first membership exhibition all the former ran at a loss.™* 

Since the exhibitions were intended to illustrate a 
common political stance among artists of different polit- 
ical allegiances and aesthetic commitments, it is hardly 
surprising that what impressed reviewers was their 
diversity. Whereas writers in the Communist press had 
tended to demand that the proletarian viewpoint be 
manifest in exhibits at the John Reed Club shows (while 
allowing for stylistic variation), now diversity became 
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91 Isaac Soyer, Scrub Women, lithograph based on 1936 paint- 
ing, 12 '/y x 15 Y/yin., Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln, us Govt wea Allocation, 1943. WPA - 399.42. 


it signified the spirit of the 





a good in itself becaus 
common cause. Thus Kainen remarked approvingly of 
the first Annual Membership exhibitions that ‘every type 
of esthetic direction is represented’, while Klein claimed 
that ‘old battles over rival “isms” [give] way to a new 
stand, in which academicians, abstractionists, expres- 
sionists and realists join in a common front’. Such diver- 
sity seems to have been characteristic of all the 
exhibitions of this type.”° 

The New York Annual of 1937 comprised 291 paint- 
ings, graphics, photographs and sculptures by 261 
artists. Like all the membership shows, it had an illus- 
trated catalogue which enables us to form some picture 
of the range of work on show. It was the largest and 
probably most successful of all the Congress’s New York 
shows, and I shall take it as exemplary. Several stalwarts 
of the John Reed Club exhibited, including Burck, 
Gellert, Gibson, Ishigaki and Lozowick. Glintenkamp’s 
contribution, Cuban Workers’ Club (fig. 90) — which 
represents inter-racial solidarity in front of a back- 
ground of agitational material — exemplifies the continu- 
ance of the proletarian motif. But against this must be 
set the exhibits of established gallery artists such as Leon 
Kroll, Brook and Kuniyoshi whose usual work had no 
connections with social art in any form. Even Biddle 
showed an innocuous portrait of the artist 
Marguerite Zorach rather than any of his more critically 
charged works. Indeed, one reviewer in the mainstream 
press commented that instead of art ‘belligerently social 
in temper’, the show abounded ‘with landscapes, still- 
lifes, portraits and abstractions’.*® Proletarian natur- 
alism was represented through paintings by Isaac (fig. 
91), Moses and Raphael Soyer (although the latter 


showed an uncharacteristically militant canvas titled 
Workers Armed; private collection), and in the same cat- 
egory belongs Harriton’s genre scene, Lower Harlem. 
References to the object of the organisation were present 
in works such as Refregier’s Surrealistic panel Fascism 
over Spain and Ribak’s The Family in Flight, while 





92 Henry Billings, Arrest No. 2, 
1937, oil and tempera on card- 
board, whereabouts unknown. 


93 O. Louis Guglielmi, 
American Dream, 1935, oil 
on canvas, 21°/, x 54'/sin., 
whereabouts unknown. 


Henry Billings’s Arrest No. 2 (fig. 92), Guglielmi’s 
canvas American Dream (fig. 93) and Ishigaki’s Ku Klux 
Klan (Museum of Modern Art, Wakayama) indicated 
that fascism was a domestic problem too. But such 
works seem to have been completely overwhelmed by 
politically non-committal or more equivocal images. 





Among artists whose work was overtly engaged with 
modernism the Expressionists were a distinct presence, 
noted by all the left-wing critics. Solman’s City Play- 
ground (fig. 94), Ben-Zion’s In the Barn, Tschacbasoy’s 
Penthouse and Max Weber’s Oarsman (Collection 
Maynard J. Weber) were among the works that seem to 
have particularly stood out from this category. Solman’s 
almost oneiric image of two figures playing handball in 
a desolate-looking city lot dominated by a gasometer, 
Tschacbasov’s cramped tenement family and Weber’s 
bulky proletarian all seemed to exemplify the much 
anticipated attempt to address the contemporary social 
scene in a modernist idiom. But there was also a sub- 
stantial cohort of abstractionists, including Bolotowsky, 
Byron Browne, Francis Criss, Davis, Werner Drewes, 
Graham, Irene Rice Pereira and Vaclav Vytlacil.?” The 
work from this tendency that attracted most attention 
was Davis’s Red Cart (fig. 95), partly perhaps because of 
its vibrant colour and partly because it was not really an 
abstract painting at all. It is in fact one of Davis’s numer- 
ous Gloucester compositions, and had been painted 
about four years earlier.* Unlike some of his other 


works from this period such as The Terminal (19373 


Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden), Red Cart 
makes no concessions to the idea of social art, and either 
Davis had nothing else on hand to show (he worked 
slowly and was much absorbed with organising at this 
time) or he chose the painting as a programmatic gesture 
to illustrate his belief that modernist form, conceived 
rightly, had a progressive import in and of itself. 

The same contrast of aesthetics was evident in the 
forty-six sculptures on display, among which a mawkish 
carving of a girl and dog by William Zorach and a slick 
primitivising head by Jose de Creeft mingled with works 
in a range of idioms by left-wingers such as Cronbach, 
Glickman (fig. 96), Goodelman, Harkavy, Werner and 
Wolff, all of whom — with the exception of Glickman - 
had shown with the John Reed Club. 

While reviewers in both the left-wing and mainstream 
press agreed that the first Annual Membership exhibi- 
tion was impressive, it mainly illustrated the Congress’s 
lack of aesthetic programme and a new-found spirit 
of tolerance or ‘geniality’ among competing artistic 
camps.” Other shows at least attempted a thematic 









































unity. War and Fascism consisted of 219 cartoons, draw- 
ings and prints by an international selection of artists, 
from historical figures such as Callot and Goya, down to 
the well-known  twentieth-century artists Grosz, 
Masereel and Orozco, and also encompassed contempo- 
rary Americans like Burck, Dehn and Limbach. An 
Exhibition in Defense of World Democracy, which 
accompanied the second national conference in Decem- 
ber 1937, was restricted to Congress members, with the 
exception of Picasso’s etching series The Dream and Lie 





of Franco and a group of anti-fascist drawings by 
Madrid school children. Although abstractionists such 
as Bolotowsky, Browne, Drewes, Holty and Pereira 
exhibited, their contributions were entirely outweighed 
by artists working in more readily legible modes, and the 
titles of even their works in most instances (Air-Raid, 
War-Torn City, Fascism) indicate an attempt to amplify 
the programmatic effect. 

By 1939 members of the New York Executive were 
complaining that the exhibitions were declining, even 
that the third membership exhibition was ‘lousy’. 
There are indications that not all contributors sent in 











95 (above) Stuart Davis, Red Cart, 
1932, oil on canvas, 32'/, x 5oin., 
1946.15, Addison Gallery of 
American Art, Phillips Academy, 
Andover, Massachusetts, museum 
purchase. © Estate of Stuart Davis/ 
Licensed by vaca, New York, N.Y. 


96 (left) Maurice Glickman, Asturian 
Miner and Family, from New Masses 
11 May 1937, Tamiment Institute 
Library, New York University. 





94 (facing page) Joseph Solman, City 
Playground, 1937, oil on canvas, 30 x 
38in., Collection of Paul Solman. 
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their best works to the annual shows, which were, after 
all, partly ritual displays of solidarity. For this reason, 
they could not supersede the various regular exhibitions 
of contemporary art put on by the museums in securing 
an artist’s reputation. Neither could they substitute for 
the one-person show at the dealer’s gallery in this regard. 


Artists’ Union Exhibitions and 
Other Initiatives 


My main account of the Artists’ Union will be resumed 
in the next chapter in relation to the federal art projects, 
which were its primary raison d’étre. However, artist- 
run exhibitions were listed as part of ‘The Purpose of 
the Organization’ in an undated flier, and matched its 
general ethos. In Chicago, the Union managed to set up 
a permanent gallery, and the unions in Baltimore and 
Washington put on a joint exhibition in 1939.°' In 
March 1934 the New York Union had inaugurated its 
move to new quarters with an exhibition, and in 1935 a 
whole succession of small shows of work in different 
media was put on there.” A group show by the mem- 
bership held at the Aca Gallery in February 1936 
appears to have been conceived as a continuation of 
the John Reed Club strategy, in that of the fifty or so 
exhibitors many had shown with the Club, and images 
of workers and anti-bourgeois satires dominated the 
display.** The first national exhibition of the Artists’ 
Union was held at the Museum of Fine Arts in Springfield, 
Massachusetts, in 1938, and comprised 224 works from 
Union branches in eleven cities and states. However, this 
seems to have been a museum show rather than a cooper- 
ative effort. The average age of the exhibitors was twenty- 
seven, and although well established talents such as 
Cikovsky, Evergood, Gottlieb, Gross and Ribak were 
included, it was presented as ‘an exposition of what the 
more radical new generation is doing.”* 


The absence of regular membership shows in the years 
1937-9 suggests that the better-known artists in the 
Union were concentrating on the Artists’ Congress exhi- 
bitions or on the more select milieu of those arranged by 
An American Group.* The Union itself did not put ona 
national membership exhibition until 1940. Displayed 
in the Associated Press Building in Rockefeller Plaza and 
the aca and Hudson D. Walker Galleries, this was a 
massive non-jury show, open to all members in good 
standing and comprising 344 works by 301 artists. It 
seems likely that the decision to put on such an exhibi- 
tion was motivated both by the embattled state of the 





federal art projects and the need to demonstrate unity in 
the face of the divisions within the Democratic Front 
caused by Soviet foreign policy.*° 

One reason why the Artists’ Union may not have 
been much concerned with arranging membership 
exhibitions in the later 1930s is because its leadership 
was attracted by more radical strategies of reaching a 
popular audience, strategies in line with the artists’ 
identification with organised labour. At a convention 
of Artists’ Unions from the eastern states held at the 
Hotel New Yorker in May 1936 much emphasis was 
placed on the public use of art, and Meyer Schapiro 
delivered a remarkable paper on the topic subsequently 
published in Art Front. While acknowledging that the 
federal arts projects were ‘an immense step toward a 
public art and the security of the artist’s profession’, 
ed their limitations and warned his 
audience that the ‘temporary ease and opportunity for 
work’ they offered should not cloak ‘the harsh realities 
of class government’. Given that the administration 
would inevitably seek to provide ‘conventional images 
of peace, justice, social harmony, [and] productive 
labour’, of little interest to workers, artists must 
‘demand the extension of the program to reach a wider 
public’ through ‘collaboration with working class 
groups’.” 


Schapiro also stre 





97 Elizabeth Olds, complete study for porcelain enamel mural, nd, crayon on cardboard, dimensions unknown, whereabouts unknown. 
From Museum of Modern Art, New York, Subway Art (1938). 
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In the aftermath of this conference, the union set up a 
Public Use of Art committee with around ten members, 
among whom were such committed leftists as Ida 
Abelman, Paul Block, Robert Cronbach and Joseph 
Solman. With what has been described as the ‘guarded 
approval’ of the FAP, trade unions were approached and 
asked what Project art-work they might wish to borrow 
and their preferred subject matter. The committee 
received specific suggestions from the International 
Ladies Garment Workers’ Union (1LGwu), the Transport 
Workers’ Union, the Ministers’ Union and Labor 
Temple, the Union of Dining Car Employees and the 
Sign Writers’ Union.** The contact with the Transport 
Workers’ Union led to an ambitious plan to decorate 
New York subway stations with sculptures and murals 
in ceramic tiles, enamel panels, silicon ester and even 
sgraffito on black cement. In connection with this an 
exhibition of designs by thirty-three artists was shown 
at the Museum of Modern Art in February-March 
1938 and drew an estimated 35,000 visitors, but the 
scheme eventually foundered due to opposition within 
the City Council and the cutback in wea funding in 
1939.” 


Social Art on Display: Organisations and Exhibitions 


98 Elizabeth Olds, 
White Collar Boys, 
1936, lithograph, rr'/s x 
14°%/i¢in., Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, 
Washington, D.C., 


Institution, Archives of 
American Art. 


Some of the art conceived in connection with the 
Public Use of Arts committee certainly signified a more 
critical and militant outlook than most public art of the 
rap. Thus Elizabeth Olds conceived a design for 
a porcelain enamel mural (fig. 97) that incorporated ele- 
ments of her 1936 caricature of middle-class subway 
riders, White Collar Boys (fig. 98), set against the heroic 
working-class type of her Miner Joe (see fig. 146), who 
is positioned next to implements of labour. On the right 
a group of workers and office girls stride purposefully 
towards the centre of the image. This contrast between 
an indecisive (and potentially fascistic) middle class and 
heroic labour is basic to Olds’s imagery at this time." It 
is not suprising that the City Council found such an 
imagery of social typology, with its modernist space and 
Orozco-like grotesques, unacceptable. 

Ida Abelman’s large lithograph My Father Reminisces 
(fig. 99) was illustrated in Art Front in May 1937 
with an explanatory text that revealed that the print was 
produced under the Fap for trade union distribution. 
Effectively, Abelman took all the themes that had been 
suggested to the Committee by the 11gwu and com- 
pressed them within one image. An extraordinary com- 
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Transfer from Smithsonian 
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99 Ida Abelman, My Father Reminisces, 1937, lithograph, 15 * 
from D.C. Public Library. 


posite of immigrant life and labour struggles, it uses 
collage devices to describe a complex historical narra- 
tive stretching from left to right through the passage 
and arrival of immigrants, the exploitation of the sweat- 
shops, the formation of the 1LGwu, the Triangle Shirt- 
waist Fire and successful strike activity, which is set 
against the trio of the callous manufacturer, the jobber 
and the contractor. Liberty is reduced to a ghostly form 
silhouetted on deep blacks, and the sewing machine 
dominates all like a mill in which piece-workers are 
crushed. As will be evident by now, Abelman’s fusion of 
Expressionist and Surrealist devices represents a wide- 
spread idiom of the period. How far it was successful 
with the union audiences at which it was aimed is not 
known, but in late 1938 the United American Printmak- 
ers within the recently renamed United American Artists 
launched a campaign to distribute such mass-produced 
prints through the union movement.*! 


18'/,in., Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., Transfer 


The American Artists School 


An announcement in Art Front of February 1936 
declared that the John Reed Club School of Art had been 
dissolved at the end of January, and a group of ‘nation- 
ally known artists’ were organising an independent 
school that would take over its quarters and equipment. 
The new school, symptomatically renamed the Ameri- 
can Artists School, opened in April on three floors of a 
‘modern loft building’ at 131 West 14th Street. As well 
as studios and offices, there were a library, lecture room 
and large gallery.** In 1936 its total registration was 
more than five hundred students. However, the School 
experienced the familiar problems of such voluntary 
bodies in sporadic attendance at meetings and shortage 
of funds.** It was partly because of the latter problem 
that it put on a whole sequence of exhibitions and issued 
two portfolios of prints. 


The stated aims of the School — set out in its 1936 
brochure under the questions ‘What Is America? What 
Is American Art? How Can We Achieve It?’ — sought to 
distinguish the pedagogy it offered by characterising 
the training of other art schools, whether traditional or 
modern, as ‘concentrated on technical efficiency’. By 
contrast, ‘[t]he American Artists School eschews this 
sterile approach and establishes as its fundamental 
premise that the student must be developed as an inde- 
pendent thinker at the same time he is trained to be a 
competent artist.’ This was essentially the same argu- 
ment that had been used to distinguish between revo- 
lutionary art and modernism, but couched in a new 
language of Americanism, with the faculty described as 
‘progressive’ rather than ‘revolutionary’ or ‘proletarian’ 
artists. In a statement for the School published in Art 
Front, Evergood described the task of present-day art as 
‘to deal with our lives in a way that adds to them and 
still not be propaganda in the derogatory sense of the 
word as attacked by those who advocate an art devoid 
of thought and content.’ In the pursuit of such an art, 
students would be given the opportunity ‘to study the 
best of every form of art from the abstract to expres- 
sionism, to surrealism, to American genre, to experi- 
ments in painting revolving around American thought 
and content.’** This variety was reflected in the teaching 
staff, who in 1936-7 ranged from naturalists such as 
Harriton and Moses Soyer to the Social Surrealist Quirt 
and the modernists Criss and Schanker. 

The School offered courses in a wide range of media, 
and there was also a criticism and discussion class. 
Students were promised the collaboration of ‘psychol- 
ogists, social commentators and outstandingly progres- 
sive artists, to give... [them] a living background for 
the aesthetic interpretation of America’. The intellectual 
range the School fostered is suggested by a 1938 lecture 
programme, which among regular artistic topics also 
advertised talks on contemporary dance (by Martha 
Graham), swing music, music and the people, stage 
design, housing, photomontage and American folk art.** 

As Virginia Marquardt has observed, the School func- 
tioned as something like the ‘educational “arm”? of the 
Artists’ Congress, and although there was no official 
connection between the two bodies, many of the same 
figures were involved in both. The close connection 
between the School and Communist cultural movement 
is evinced by the extensive publicity for its activities in 
the pages of New Masses and the Daily Worker. Among 
these were many benefit shows put on by the faculty and 
students, usually selling works at very low prices." In 
April 1937 what seems to have been a more ambitious 
thematic exhibition with the title of The Social Scene 


Social Art on Display: Organisations and Exhibitions 


was put on. This comprised sixty-eight works by fifty- 
eight artists, and was accompanied by a symposium on 
‘New Forms and Content for American Art’, at which 
Samuel Putnam and Charmion von Wiegand spoke, 
with Lozowick in the chair.*” Like the two portfolios of 
prints the school issued in 1936, these exhibitions were 
both fund-raising devices and didactic displays. Doubt- 
less they illustrated the pluralism of social art, at 
the same time as they showed the continuing kernel of 
proletarianism within it.” 


An American Group, Inc. 


An American Group, Inc. was set up by six artists in the 
summer of 1931 to address the problems of exhibition 
faced by ‘younger, less well known artists’, the founders 
being Stuart Edie, Robert Phillip, Frederic Knight, 
Anatol Shulkin, Jacob Getlar Smith and Chuzo Tamotzu. 
Initially they had their own gallery in a 1930 skyscraper, 
the Barbizon Plaza Hotel on Sixth Avenue and West 5 8th 
Street, but after three years of running exhibitions they 
handed over this side of their programme to a sequence 
of commercial galleries. From that point on they 
focussed primarily on annual membership exhibitions. 
New members of the group were elected every year, and 
by 1938 there were fifty-two in all. In fact, by then many 
of the members were relatively well-known figures. Like 
the American Artists’ Congress, An American Group 
stood for an ‘esthetic united front’.” 

According to the ‘Constitution and By-Laws’ of 1941 
An American Group was ‘essentially cultural and non- 
political in character’ but its domination by the left is 
unquestionable. Of the six founders, four were signato- 
ries of ‘The Call’ for an Artists’ Congress and another 
had joined by the Congress’s first annual membership 
exhibition. All the offices in 1939 were occupied by 
leftists, excepting the presidency which was held by 
Kuniyoshi, and the committees were similarly packed.*° 
While non-leftists such as Cadmus and Bishop were 
members and showed in the annual exhibitions, they 
were entirely overwhelmed by stalwarts of the 
Communist cultural movement such as Criss, Dehn, 
Evergood, Goodelman, Gropper, Harkavy, Harriton, 
Lozowick, Olds, Quirt, Refregier, Ribak and the Soyers. 
One might wonder why these artists needed another 
exhibition body alongside the Artists’ Congress or a 
welfare body beyond the Artists’ Union, and I surmise 
that it was because the Congress was not sufficiently 
concerned with professional interests, and the Union 
was too focussed around the Far. Both may also have 
been too politically inclusive in their membership.” 
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The annual membership shows of An American 
Group were certainly smaller than those of the Artists’ 
Thus, the 1937 exhibition at the Montross 





Congress 
Gallery consisted of only 39 works,” that of 1938 at 
Delphic Studios had 75 and that of 1939 at Associated 
American Artists’ Gallery had 58. To judge from the 
exhibition catalogues, the works by modernists (repre- 
sented by Davis and Criss) and Social Surrealists (Quirt) 
were entirely outnumbered by the social art, landscapes, 
portraits and still-lifes on show. However, while the 
membership shows of An American Group may have 
been more selective than those of the Artists’ Congress 
and more uniformly naturalistic, they functioned mainly 
as manifestations of artists’ new-found spirit of collec- 








tivism and ‘progressive’ Americanism. 

Much more interesting are the two thematic exhibi- 
tions organised by the Group: the Waterfont Art Show it 
co-sponsored with the Marine Workers Committee, held 
at the New School for Social Research in February 19373 
and Roofs for Forty Million shown at Rockefeller 
Center from 15 April to 1 May of the following year. 
The former was the sequel to a more modest benefit 
exhibition put on in late 1935 at the Italian Workers’ 
Club on Bleeker Street.°’ According to a review in New 
Masses, the core of exhibitors was made up of artists 
who had ‘trained in the tough three-mornings-a-week 
schedule of the waterfront units of the Communist 
Party’, and who knew the longshoremen at first hand. 
The context of this involvement was provided by the 
Communists’ strength in the maritime unions, and 
more particularly perhaps, by the numerous strikes the 
International Longshoremen’s Association launched in 
1936, directed mainly against the corrupt AFL leader- 
ship, which culminated in actions by the rank and file 
seamen and longshoremen in the autumn that shut 
down nearly all ports in the country for more than three 
months.** 

The 1937 exhibition comprised 126 works by 107 
artists, made up of oils, watercolours, and drawings, 
prints and photographs in relatively equal numbers, 
together with sculptures by Cronbach, Goodelman and 
Werner. In addition to the three last named, there was 
a solid presence of established leftists, such as Ault, 
Cikovsky, Davis, Dehn, Evergood, Gottlieb, Gropper, 
Guy, Harriton, Ishigaki, Lozowick, Morley, Olds and 
Ribak. Modernists such as Bolotowsky, Davis and 
Adolph Gottlieb were very much in a minority and, 
according to the New Masses reviewer, Davis’s exhibit 
was at first unappreciated by the worker visitors.*’ To 
judge from their titles, a few of the pictures and prints 
were of strikes and labour, but these were apparently 
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swamped by ‘pictures of lounging bums, absolutely 
beautiful marine blues, [and] chugging tug boats.’ Ever- 
good’s Strikers in the Snow is likely to have been the 
painting Warming Up now in the Hirshhorn Museum, 
and he also contributed the powerful drawing North 
River Jungle in the same collection — both the fruit of an 
evening spent with unemployed men on a vacant lot in 
Greenwich Village in 1933. 

We can probably identify Alice Neel’s Marine Worker 
with her impressive portrait of the Communist water- 
front organiser Pat Whalen (fig. 100). Neel later described 
the sitter as ‘an ordinary Irishman’ but one driven by an 
absolute faith in Communist principles. In fact, Whalen 
was an archetypal working-class intellectual and activist, 
who led the seamen in the violent Baltimore dock strike 
of 1936 and subsequently became the first president of 
the Baltimore branch of the NMu after that union was 
established as a cio affiliate in May of the following 
year. Although only just over five feet tall and weighing 
around 120 pounds, Whalen had a well-earned reputa- 
tion for personal bravery and was an eloquent speaker in 
a working-class idiom that was liberally peppered with 
cuss words. Like Neel herself he was fiercely committed 
to the Party’s struggle against racism, and like her he was 
an independent-thinking radical, who had problems 
with Party discipline. In the portrait Whalen’s lack of tie 
and rough haircut serve to define him as a working man, 
and the protruding left ear gives him a homely appear- 
ance. Neel flags his beliefs through the copy of the Daily 
Worker, with its banner strike headline, but also signifies 
resolution through the clenched fists, furrowed brow and 
set visionary look of the eyes. This is one of the few indi- 
vidually credible images of a Communist as such from 
the period, and it is perhaps significant that reviews in 
the Communist press passed over it in silence, since 
Whalen looks almost like a saint consumed by the suffer- 
ings of the world — his fists substituting for hands in 
prayer and at the same time intimating the Communist 
salute and the will to struggle.*” Such an image was 
perhaps out of step with the image of normalcy that the 
Party sought to project at this time, epitomised by 
numerous photographs of Earl Browder in suit and tie, 
often with a pipe in his mouth. At the same time, the 
Expressionist style may have seemed incongruous with 
the documentary claims implicit in the portrait genre. 

In any case, given the preponderance of genre images 
and port views, the Daily Worker's claim that the Water- 
front Art Show was ‘the first important mass art exhibi- 
tion in this country with the definite aim of supporting 
the rank and file of labor’ must refer mainly to the sym- 
bolic display of solidarity, rather than to the art itself. 


100 Alice Neel, Pat Whalen, 1935, oil on canvas, 27 x 23 in., Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Dr Hartley 
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Roofs for 40 Million was shown in the galleries of La 
Maison Francaise and consisted of nearly 200 works 
by more than roo artists. The title is evocative of the 
‘One Third of a Nation’ of Roosevelt’s Second Inaugural 
Address, and of the Federal Theater production of that 
name, which was playing to packed audiences in New 
York at the time of the exhibition. Considering, too, that 
the city had some of the most appalling urban slums in 
the nation, the theme was also particularly apt.” In fact, 
the Wagner-Steagall Housing Act that the President 
signed into law in 1937 was inadequate to the problem, 
and although the cp supported the bill - as it supported 
the Social Security provisions of the New Deal - it also 
stressed its limitations. Correspondingly, Roofs for 40 
Million was not simply an endorsement of the New 
Deal. The pictorial report of the exhibition in New 
Masses was accompanied by a critique of the 1937 Act 
and the Federal Housing Administration by the left- 
wing architect Sidney Hill, and that in the Daily Worker 
presented it as an indictment of ‘the government’.”” 

The presentation of Roofs for 40 Million made it a 
more didactic display than the Waterfront Art Show, the 
artists’ works being supplemented by a photographic 
section in a separate room, which illustrated both the 
horrors of slum housing and model dwellings built by 
both federal and municipal authorities. In her review, 
McCausland wanted works that would move the viewer 
to action rather than prompt contemplation of the 
‘morbid beauty’ of decay, and while she found the 
exhibits generally did not fall into this trap, she still pre- 
ferred the photographs to the paintings, drawings and 
prints. This points to a fundamental problem with the 
notion of art as documentary: as with that of art as a 
weapon, all the emphasis was on utility. One might 
argue, indeed, that there was an even more fundamental 
confusion of categories, in that while the latter (in the 
abstract at least) permitted formal flexibility, the former 
implicitly forced art into competition with a photo- 
graphic mode which had all the authority of unmediated 
veracity, however illusory its foundations. This author- 
ity it simply could not match. Yet the thematic exhibi- 
tion could hardly escape the documentary burden.*! 





The aca Gallery 


As I have noted, Herman Baron’s aca Gallery had 
played a major role in advancing proletarian art. In the 
later 1930s it provided the venue for a sequence of 
benefit and programmatic shows that were effectively 
manifestations of the Democratic Front. It also became 
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the main forum for one-person and group shows 
of social art, for which its proprietor was a tireless 
publicist. 


Group SHOWS 


There were four main exhibitions of the first type: Pink 
Slips Over Culture (July 1937), 1938: Dedicated to the 
New Deal (August-September 1938), Exhibition for 
the Ben Leider Memorial Fund (October 1938) and We 
Like America (November 1938). In addition there 
were annual group exhibitions on ‘social themes’, such 
as Paintings by 17 Artists on Social Themes (January 
1939).°° The most important programmatic exhibition 
at the Aca in this period was 1938: Dedicated to the 
New Deal, both because it emphatically marked the turn 
to support of the administration and also because it 
inadvertently revealed the ambiguities of the Democratic 
Front. Opening the 1938 season, it was a small show 
consisting of only twenty-one works, accompanied by 
an illustrated catalogue. The ‘original idea’ had been to 
have uniform mural panels, 5 x 3 feet, showing ‘some 
phase of the New Deal and its effect in improving the 
conditions of the people.’ In the catalogue Baron 
claimed the exhibitors had come together ‘to give voice 
to the people’s protest and desire for progressive action’, 
and altogether the show demonstrated that artists had 
‘definitely aligned themselves with the forces grouped 
around the New Deal.’ Yet, in fact, reviewers in the 
mainstream press were struck by the mixed ideological 
message of the display. Thus the New York Sun observed 
that while the exhibition was supposed to demonstrate 
approval of the ‘Great Experiment’, ‘to the one who 
approaches it from the outside it seems at most approval 
with reservations.’ Referring to Weber’s The Forgotten 
Man (which depicted a demonstrating worker with 
clenched fist), this reviewer suggested that several of the 
artists appeared to have been ‘caught unawares’, and 
‘simply sent what they chanced to have on hand’.® In 
actuality, Weber’s picture had been painted in 1934, and 
both Biddle and Lozowick showed lithographs that were 
not done for the occasion. Biddle’s Death on the Plains 
(fig. ror) hardly looks like a tribute to New Deal agricul- 
tural policy, while Sternberg’s Filibuster over the Senate 
was a reworking of his 1935 Southern Holiday (see fig. 
50), which could not really be read as a tribute to 
the administration either, since the president, while 
condemning lynching, had not endorsed the 1938 
Anti-Lynching Bill. 

Several of the canvases were essentially caricatures of 
reactionary forces. Gropper’s The Market showed 





1o1 George Biddle, Death on the Plains, 1936, lithograph, 10 » 
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frantic capitalists responding to the Wall Street Crash by 
turning on the workers; Tschacbasov’s Roots of Decay 
pilloried a whole cast of reactionary types including 
Coughlin, Ford and Hearst; and Gottlieb’s Strength 
through Joy linked some of the same figures with Cham- 
berlain, Hitler, Hirohito and Mussolini all dancing hand 
in hand in front of a war-torn landscape led by a skele- 
ton.®* Olds exhibited a painted variant of her 1936 lith- 
ograph The Middle Class (fig. 102), which represented 
them as an unstable group torn between the appeals 
of fascist demagoguery and an alliance with organised 
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labour. As the Sun observed, such images hardly seemed 
‘paeans in praise of the existing regime.” 

If the aim of 1938: Dedicated to the New Deal had 
been to reach beyond those already converted, then 
to judge by the critical response it failed. Further, as 
with Roofs for 40 Million, the exhibition seems to have 
defeated its own ends both aesthetically and politically. 
In relation to the former, the critical response revealed 
that form signified more strongly than political symbol- 
ism within the artistic field, and in relation to the latter 
it showed that the social critique advanced by the New 
Deal’s would-be allies in the Communist movement was 
far to the left of any element within the administration. 


ONE-PERSON EXHIBITIONS 


Although the aca was not the only gallery where social 
art could be seen in the later 19308, its pre-eminence 
in this area was indisputable. Many of the most 
prominent artists we have encountered had one-person 
shows there, including Evergood, Gottlieb, Gropper, 
Harriton, Jones, Olds, Refregier, Ribak, Sternberg and 
Ischacbasov. Of these, Baron singled out Jones, 
Gropper and Evergood for special treatment in his 
history of the gallery, and more than any others they 
stood for social art and its problems. The responses to 





them thus merit separate consideration. 


Jor JONES 

Jones’s early career and reactions to his first New York 
show were considered in Chapter Two. Baron claimed 
that this exhibition effectively won the battle for social 
art, leading to an immediate increase in the number of 
gallery visitors, and making Jones a success ‘overnight’. 
By contrast, he described Jones’s second exhibition, 
Paintings of Wheat Fields, as far less successful, a view 
that may be partly explained by the fact it was shown at 
the Maynard Walker Gallery in the art world enclave on 
57th Street with only the cooperation of the aca. The 
opening was reportedly a fancy affair, attended by 
Edward G. Robinson and Katherine Hepburn among 
others, and the fourteen exhibits were predominantly 
Midwestern landscapes, very different from the politi- 
cally engaged canvases Jones had shown in 1935. Critics 
generally praised the authenticity of the works but also 
complained of their technical immaturity.” 

The change in Jones’s subject matter was partly occa- 
sioned by his employment by the Resettlement Adminis- 
tration to paint social conditions in the Midwest in the 
autumn of 1935, as a result of which he began to work 
as a documentarist. (Photographs he made at this time 
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served as the basis for some of his later paintings.) In 
1936 he was back living in Saint Louis, sharing a studio 
with the writer Jack Conroy, and in the following year 
he was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship ‘to paint the 
life of the present day Middle-West.’ His engagement 
with Midwestern themes was not accompanied by any 
diminution in his political commitments, which were 
reinforced by his spell at Commonwealth College, and 
he publicly endorsed the Communist presidential candi- 
dates in the 1936 elections.** His 1937 ACA exhibition 





was seen by the critics as marking a return to the form of 
his first exhibition, and in the catalogue Baron presented 
him again as a proletarian artist and realist: “His realism 
stems from the old masters and is as fundamentally vital 
as theirs. He could not paint in any other style and be 
effective. He is a son of the people whose collective 
experience he is expressing.’ Kainen, however, who had 
praised the 1936 exhibit, found in Jones’s new works a 
laboured technique, which marked a falling off from the 
vitality of his earlier proletarianism.” 

Marling has made much of the series of murals of 
Missouri agriculture that Jones made for a Saint Louis 
bar-room at the end of 1936 (Haggerty Museum of Art, 
Marquette University, Milwaukee), which suggest an 
essentially benign vision of the region. However, it is not 
clear that Jones took these very seriously,” and in New 
York the artist was best known for images of abandoned 
dustbowl farms, dispossessed farmers and impoverished 
children — images that suggested precisely those aspects 
of the Midwest with no place in Regionalist art. The 
painting Wheat Threshing Scene in St. Charles County 
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(fig. 103), which the Metropolitan Museum bought for 
$1,000 in 1937, was described as ‘one of a series on the 
relationship of the worker to his job’, and is emphati- 
cally a scene of modern collective labour unlike the 
owner-occupier homesteads of Wood’s pictorial Iowa. 
(In 1935, Archibald MacLeish had found a political 
significance in the expression on the nearmost worker's 
face and the positioning of his left fist.”!) While Jones 
told a newspaper reporter in 1938 that his ‘active politi- 
cal life’ was ‘almost negligible’, this was prefaced by the 
assertion that he was ‘still a Communist’. * 





Yet particularly after his move to New York in 1937, 
Jones was increasingly concerned with making a career 
as an artist. In a letter of that year he observed of his 
friends Arnold Blanch and Doris Lee that they were ‘the 
only ones I have been able to find who had time for art - 
everyone else finds time only for political thought & 
activity, which should be a part of every artist but never 
his whole interest’ (sic). ‘ Jones certainly gave up revolu- 





tionary art after 1935, and his work of the ensuing years 
can be seen as a transition to the documentary mode 
of social art that McCausland recommended, and one 
that accorded with the ideal of a left-wing Regionalism 
advanced by the Popular Front magazine Midwest.” 
Gallery success was matched by a sequence of five 
commissions to decorate post offices from the Treasury 
Section of Fine Arts, which culminated in Jones’s winning 
a prize in the Section’s Forty-Eight States mural compe- 
tition of 1940. In the same year, one of his paintings 
came second in a poll to determine the most popular 
picture at the New York World’s Fair exhibition of 
contemporary art. However, the idea that Jones 
compromised his political ideals in the later 19308 is 
questionable, and against the Democratic Front 
Americanism of his post office murals should be set 
the images of workers and derelicts that filled his 1939 
and 1940 shows at the aca. Both exhibitions were 
favourably reviewed in the Daily Worker, and the cata- 
logue to the latter quoted statements by the artist to the 
effect that his work was grounded in a progressive 
politics.” A further sign of his continuing commitment is 
the introduction he wrote for Gropper’s 1940 exhibition 
at the aca, which contained a sharp attack on the 
Regionalists, entirely in line with the cp’s current anti- 
nationalist, anti-war stance.” In fact, Jones’s turn from 
political art was not to come until 1942-3. 








WILLIAM GROPPER 


By 1940 Gropper was one of the Communist move- 
ment’s most popular celebrities. In addition to his work 
as staff cartoonist for the Morning Freiheit and regular 


contributions to other Communist publications, he was 
a well-known book illustrator and his cartoons had 
appeared widely in mainstream magazines and news- 
papers such as Pearson's, The Nation, New Republic 
and New York Post. Indeed, a caricature of Emperor 
Hirohito by him published in Vanity Fair in 1935 led to 
a minor diplomatic incident. Although he insisted that 
he was not a Party member, Gropper was an open 
Communist whose commitment to the Party’s political 
positions was unequivocal, and much of his work for the 
movement was done gratis. It is indicative of Gropper’s 
stature that in 1938 he was the subject of the aca 
Gallery’s first book.” His 1940 exhibition (which 
was attended by 10,000 people) was marked by a gala 
celebration to ‘mark his twentieth year as a people’s 
artist’, and a dinner in his honour in 1944 was addressed 
by Carl Sandburg and Dorothy Parker among others, 
and commemorated in a large album of personal 
tributes.” 

Gropper had been painting since at least 1921 and 
already had a reputation as a mural painter by the time 
of his first solo show. However, his three one-man exhi- 
bitions in 1936, coming in the same year as his first 
mural commission from the Treasury Section of Painting 
and Sculpture, marked his increasing ambition to be 
recognised as a painter. At this time he also bought a 
lithographic press and began to produce limited edition 
prints. Over the next few years Gropper achieved a sig- 
nificant reputation as a painter, large numbers of visitors 
crowded his exhibitions and major museums began to 
buy his work. In 1937 Lewis Mumford claimed that his 
‘dynamic feeling for form’ was only matched by that of 
such established figures as Orozco, Benton and Marin 
among contemporary American artists. That August he 
was also the subject of a special feature in the Magazine 
of Art.” 

Given Gropper’s public status, the danger was that his 
work would be over-valued by Communist critics, and 
in 1940 New Masses acclaimed him ‘the master of revo- 
lutionary painting in America’."’ Yet in fact enthusiasm 
for his work was generally matched by recognition, 
more or less acute, of its limitations. In 1936 his 
showing of twenty-seven paintings and an unspecified 
number of drawings at the aca Gallery was hailed by 
Harold Rosenberg in Art Front as a kind of coming of 
age of revolutionary art. Responding to the variety of 
Gropper’s subjects Rosenberg claimed: 


It is no longer a question of crudely conceived ‘left- 
wing’ pictures of bread-lines, pickets, mounted police; 
everything of value in the art of painting is becoming 
the property of the revolutionary movement. It will 
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soon be possible to speak of a revolutionary land- 
scape, of a revolutionary still-life. 


Commitment to art as propaganda did not mean that 
every individual work had to ‘contain in itself a com- 
plete argument leading toward a revolutionary conclu- 
sion’, rather the value of Gropper’s show lay in its 
cumulative effect. Although this demonstrated that the 
revolutionary painter was ‘precisely the major discov- 
erer of new pictorial possibilities as well as of new uses 
for old’, Rosenberg acknowledged that Gropper’s work 
might be criticised on two grounds: firstly, ‘that he has 
discovered no new formal or technical approach to the 
problem of revolutionary painting’, and secondly, that 
the very ‘facility’ and ‘virtuosity’ of his technique made 
his work seem ‘lacking in profundity’. He sought to 
justify the artist on the first count by claiming that there 
was a necessary continuity in pictorial evolution, and 
on the second by pointing out that Gropper’s urgent 
engagement with contemporary events and the press of 
his commitments left him no time to ‘stop and grow 
heavy over a painting.”*' 

Other left-wing commentators also felt the need to 
defend the eclectic character of Gropper’s style or excuse 
the superficiality of his technique. Thus while Stephen 
Alexander found that some paintings in his 1938 exhibi- 
tion which came out of a trip through the West in the 
previous year (fig. 104) ‘expressed profound tragedy 
with a stark simplicity that is deeply moving’, he also 
complained that the display as a whole did not show ‘as 
much of an advance’ on its predecessors ‘as we might 
wish for and reasonably expect’.** Many of Gropper’s 
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tos William Gropper, The Defenders, 1937, oil on plywood, 2 


paintings were imaginative fantasies on topical concerns 
such as the Spanish Civil War (fig. 105),”° strikes and 
Southern racism, or even generalised Goyaesque images 
of violence and devastation that were little more than 
coloured cartoons. While Lozowick tried to defend the 
‘violence to natural appearance’ and anti-naturalistic 
colour in Gropper’s work as a kind of heightened 
realism, ‘in a true sense objective’, this was not how it 
signified to most critics of the left. Writing in 1941, 
Milton Brown claimed that Gropper was ‘more and 
more the outstanding personality on the American art 
scene’. But it was the artist’s lithographs that he praised 
unequivocally, and he criticised the figures in his paint- 
ings as often looking like studio portraiture and the ‘still 
too many isolated areas of virtuosity in paint unrelated 
to the central content of his art.“ In fact the criticisms of 
Gropper’s paintings by all these writers were acute, and 
the promise they discerned in them was never fulfilled. 


Puitip EvVERGOOD 


According to Baron, Evergood was not ‘cradled by left- 
wing groups’ and his work passed unmentioned in the 
Communist press until 1937. However, he played an 
active role in the American Artists School, Artists’ 
Union and Artists’ Congress in the later 1930s, achiev- 
ing prominence partly through his gifts as a public 
speaker, which made him sought after as a lecturer, 
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speechmaker and radio performer. (On occasion his 
appearance and English accent got him mistaken for 
Charles Laughton.) His statements about art were vivid 
and emotive, although for some tastes they seemed dan- 
gerously anti-intellectual.®’ These activities contributed 
to make Evergood figure as one of the leading social 
artists of the period, even if he was not entirely happy 
with the label. 

Evergood had eight one-man exhibitions under his 
belt by the time of his 1938 show at Aca, and Baron had 
thus made a catch. In a catalogue note, he explained that 
Evergood, ‘like many other artists, finds it necessary to 
distort the human form to intensify the contradictions 
or traits imposed upon the individual by the complexi- 
ties of society.’ However, while this device resembled 
that of a cartoonist, the artist avoided the ‘pitfalls’ that 
the cartoon form held for painters. Indeed, Evergood 
himself was careful to distance his work from cartoon- 
ing, stressing in a statement of 1943 that his aim was ‘to 
paint a good picture — a work of art’, although one per- 
meated by a ‘sound ideology’ arrived at through individ- 
ual experience and conviction. In a later interview he 
said that he did not believe in ‘leaflet’ painting and social 
art had to strive for ‘the greatest sensitivities and the 
greatest refinements’ — a position that is distinctly differ- 
ent from that of exponents of proletarian art, who had 
not generally made much distinction between their art 
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and the cartoon. Evergood saw himself as a modern, and 
part of his work’s appeal for a critic such as McC ausland 
was that it seemed to offer a sophisticated approach to 
formal problems coupled with a deep engagement with 
contemporary issues.*° 

The 1938 exhibition, which we 
operation of the Midtown Galleri 
two works, among which were several large paintings 
including Music (Chrysler Museum of Art, Norfolk, 
Virginia) and Mine Disaster (see fig. 45), as well as mod- 
estly scaled easel pictures such as rooth Psalm (Terry 
Dintenfass Inc., New York) and Horizons (Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden). Thematically these 
works ranged from images related to current left causes 
such as lynching (rooth Psalm) and the housing problem 
(Horizons), through the Spanish Civil War (All in a 
Day’s Work, Syracuse University Art Collection), to a 
symbolic vision of male and female workers of different 
races making music together, originally painted for the 
Pierre Degeyter Club. The exhibition was fairly widely 
reviewed, most critics commenting on the ugliness and 
satirical aspect of the exhibits at the same time as they 
acknowledged their power.” 

A second one-man show in 1940 had twenty-four 
exhibits, and was similarly varied. Again, although there 
were some large canvases that implied a mural concep- 
tion, the majority were conceived within a genre format. 


s put on ‘with the co- 








”, comprised twenty- 
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Indeed, Evergood’s work can be understood partly as an 
attempt to update the traditional genres of painting so as 
to make them function in a modern context. This was an 
entirely self-conscious project grounded in the Popular 
Front model of art history. From this perspective, the art 
of the nineteenth century was an aberration because it 
had succumbed to the commodity form and lost the true 
‘functional beauty’ of most earlier art. Realism was a 
universal characteristic of healthy art, and Evergood 
believed that it was the basis of the work of his idols 
Brueghel, El Greco, Rembrandt and Goya.** Among the 
moderns, he acknowledged his debt to the art of Degas, 
Lautrec and Cézanne, among others. Indeed, it was the 
use of devices drawn from Lautrec and the Expression- 
ists that distinguished his art at a formal level from the 
urban realism of Marsh. Comparing Evergood’s Street 
Corner (fig. 106), shown at the ACA in 1938, with 
Marsh’s Tenth Avenue at 27th Street (see fig. 36), I note 
that not only are Evergood’s figures foregrounded and 
particularised, they also have a kind of insistent vitality, 
signified through an emphasis on musculature and 
the signs of sexuality. Whereas Marsh’s figures look 
dejected and emasculated, Evergood’s multi-racial group 
seems alive and energetic. Of course, Marsh himself 
used a more academic drawing for a comparable end in 
his numerous images of Coney Island beach, but in them 
sexuality is an all pervasive principle of vulgar energy 
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Philip Evergood, My Forebears Were Pioneers, 1940, oil 
on canvas, 50 x 36in. (sight), Georgia Museum of Art, University of 
Georgia, University Purchase. GMOA 1974.3190. 


within what are essentially modernised bacchanals. It 
says something of the rigidity of Marsh’s imaginative 
categories that the men in his New York street scenes are 
generally bums and down and outs, while in his bur- 
lesque images they are lascivious grotesques. Evergood, 
by contrast, depicts self-possessed working men moving 
among what appear to be more middle-class types, as 
well as hustlers and a prostitute fixing her suspender.*” 
While Evergood regarded Marsh as ‘a good friend’ in 
the 1930s, he later characterised Marsh’s ‘bums’ as pro- 
jecting a kind of ‘tragic hopelessness’ which implied 
their condition was inevitable; his own bums, by con- 
trast, were ‘dangerous bums, discontented bums’ who 
had ‘not accepted their lot.” More generally, Marsh 
returned obsessively to certain themes that made up a 
kind of urban theatre of New York, whereas Evergood 
ranged widely seeking to make compelling symbols for 
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contemporary political and social issues. That which 
was seen by critics to distinguish his work from revolu- 
tionary art, however, was the absence of direct political 
references and the element of humour.”! Indeed, critics 
did not know what to make of paintings such as the 
artist’s image of a slum child feeding birds from a tene- 
ment window, Lily and the Sparrows (1939; Whitney 
Museum of American Art), which Edward Alden Jewell 
described as ‘strange serio-comic and _ surrealistic’, 
Similarly, My Forebears Were Pioneers (fig. 107), which 
depicts an old lady sitting in a rocking chair before a land 
scape devastated by hurricane, while understood as some 
kind of sardonic comment on bourgeois pretensions, was 
not generally interpreted as displaying ‘the hearty con- 
tempt for social dry rot’ that Jerome Klein found in it.” 
The most troubling painting in the 1940 show for 
mainstream critics, and the one that has come particu- 
larly to symbolise Social Realism, was American 
Tragedy (fig. to8). Although the title evokes Dreiser (a 
Communist literary icon), in fact the work makes no 
reference to the narrative of Clyde Griffiths but depicts 
the Memorial Day Massacre at the South Chicago plant 
of Republic Steel on 30 May 1937. This episode was 
ak the c1o- 
Steel Workers Organizing Committee, by force of arms 
if necessary. On a blazing hot day, more than two thou- 
sand strikers and their supporters gathered for a meeting, 
a few blocks from the shut-down plant to protest against 
police restrictions on picketing. There were children 
present and the occasion had something of the atmos- 
phere of a family picnic. ‘Vendors were doing a good 
business in ice-cream bars and popsicles’, according 
to the New Masses report. After the speeches an 
impromptu parade towards the factory across ‘the vast 
stretch of prairie’ was met by four platoons of Chicago 
police two blocks away from the gates. There a scuffle 
occurred, tear-gas grenades were hurled and the police 
began firing into the crowd at point-blank range. They 
continued to fire at the backs of those who fled and beat 
the wounded after they had fallen. They also refused 
first aid to the victims, two of whom bled to death in 
patrol wagons. In all, at least ten people died from their 
wounds. The incident was denounced by the Chicago 
police commissioner as a Communist provocation, a 
charge predictably echoed in the reactionary press. For 
the left, the massacre became a symbol of the ruthless 
abuse of legal authorities by corporate power.” 
Evergood’s picture partly derived from news pho- 
tographs of the event, published to illustrate an eye 
witness account by the left-wing Chicago writer Meyer 
Levin, who later wrote a novel around his experiences. 


part of the offensive by Republic Steel to br 
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The artist himself linked the image with his own beating 
by the police during an Artists’ Union occupation of wPa 
offices in December of the previous year.’* However, 
what interests me here is not the genesis of American 
Tragedy so much as the critical responses to it, and 
what these tell us about the project of social art. Both 
leftists like McCausland and the liberal Emily Genauer 
regarded the painting as a major statement, and the 
former used it to exemplify the modernity of Evergood’s 
‘plastic organization’. She defended the high horizon 
and schematic treatment of the upper part, and empha- 
sised the way in which the blue police uniforms of the 
foreground figures performed a signifying function, and 
were formally balanced by the brilliant red of the steel 
mills above. By contrast, Edward Alden Jewell acknowl- 
edged the picture had ‘much to recommend it in the 
way of painting’, but found it ‘cheap and unconvincing’ 
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as ‘social comment’. Even John Baur, writing in 1960, 
while praising the painting’s formal qualities, com- 
plained of a theatrical aspect that brought it ‘perilously 
close to the boundary between art and propaganda’. The 
fact that all history paintings have a theatrical quality 
and many a propaganda function does not seem to have 
occurred to him.”> What I suspect disturbed both Jewell 
and Baur (although neither said so directly) was the 
pregant Latina woman, at whose distended belly 
the revolver of the foremost officer is pointing. Indeed, 
the policeman’s aggression seems directed towards the 
woman as much as the man, who seeks to deflect him by 
grabbing his tunic. As with Grosz, all of Evergood’s 
figures, good and evil, verge on the grotesque. And thus 
even when they are invested with the pathos of victims 
as they are here, it was hard for Communist critics to see 
them as proletarian ideal types. 
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It is worth noting, too, that the very characteristics 
that brought the picture into the realm of modern paint- 
ing, and thus social art as opposed to revolutionary art, 
caused a little unease in the Communist press. While it 
was reproduced several times in the Daily Worker, the 
paper’s main review of the show liked it less than Ever- 
good’s other exhibits, and found the ‘industrial back- 
ground, in bright vermilion...a little hard to take.” 
It is difficult to see why the landscape of American 
Tragedy was more formally challenging than say Lilly 
and the Sparrows, which the same reviewer approved, 
and it may be that like Jewell and Baur, whatever the 
differences in their politics, he found the treatment of 
an actual historical event in an Expressionist mode too 
incongruous. From a different perspective, one can see 
the uncomfortable artifice and pathos of the drama as 
precisely the picture’s strength.” 

Taken together, these responses suggest that social art 
was a hybrid and unstable mode. It had to carry the 
imperative to be an art equal in formal achievement to 
both the great art of the past and the modern tradition. 
At the same time it had to suggest a political orientation 
without becoming overt revolutionary propaganda. 
Evergood himself felt the ‘incompleteness of our endeay- 
our’ and its limitations from ‘a formal and expressive 
point of view.’’* Yet his work was well-suited to fulfill 
this role partly because of its knowing departures from 
standard naturalism and the elements of fantasy it con- 
tained. However, at times these features also rubbed 
against the basic functionalist imperative of Communist 
thinking on the arts. 


Social Art at the Whitney Museum 


As I showed in Chapter Three, Art Front’s judgement 
on the Whitney’s Second Biennial of Watercolours 
and Pastels in February-March 1936 was damning. 
However, the third Painting Biennial in November- 
December of the same year seemed to mark something 
of a turning point in terms of the representation of 
social art, instances of which included Gropper’s The 
Senate (see fig. 88), Guglielmi’s Phoenix (see fig. 26) and 
Tschacbasov’s Deportation (see fig. 84), all of which had 
unmistakable political connotations. For Jerome Klein, 
it was the contrast between these works and those of 
artists ‘who persist in painting social life without trying 
to clarify attitudes or meanings’ that was crucial, among 
the latter being Cadmus,” French, Marsh and Miller. 
This position was logical, since while ‘the abstraction- 
ists’ (in the form of Davis, Gorky, Graham and Matulka) 
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were a presence in the display, they were as Klein put it ‘a 
minor party’, and the key concern of Marxian critique 
was necessarily to claim the superiority of Social Realism 
over other contending varieties.‘ The recognition that 
inclusion implied was reinforced by the museum’s 
purchases from the show, among them being Jones’s 
Our American Farms, a heavy-handed comment on 
the condition of the farmer in the Dust Bowl. The 
unemployed were represented by a marginal figure in 
Raphael Soyer’s Office Girls and more centrally in 
Home Relief Station (see fig. 80) by Louis Ribak - an 
artist with a longstanding commitment to Netw Masses 
and the John Reed Club but also one who, like Soyer, 
had been a member of the Whitney Studio Club in the 
1920s.!"! 

The Social Realists were again strongly in evidence at 
the 1937 Painting Biennial, where a whole range of 
works relating to unemployment were on show includ- 
ing Evergood’s The Pink Dismissal Slip (Herbert F. 
Johnson Museum, Cornell University), Harriton’s 6th 
Ave Employment Agency, Isaac Soyer’s Employment 
Agency and Katherine Schmidt’s Mr Broe Waits his Turn 
(University of Arizona Museum of Art, Tucson).'” 
Gropper was represented by The Last Cow (see fig. 104), 
another Dust Bowl picture, and the young Jack Levine 
made his Whitney debut with String Quartet — which 
although not a ‘social’ subject demonstrated the arrival 
of a major new talent among the Expressionists and 
was bought by the Metropolitan Museum. The Whitney 
acquired Soyer’s picture.'”* 

Nor was the success of social art confined to paint- 
ings. The exhibitions of sculptures, drawings and prints 
were well stocked with contributions by left-wingers in 
both 1938 and 1939, when Dehn, Gottlieb, Harriton, 
Schreiber,'** Shahn and Turnbull were among the 
exhibitors of watercolours. In 1936 the museum added 
Schreiber’s drawing Second Balcony to its collection, 
and in 1938 Shahn’s powerful gouache Scott’s Run, 
West Virginia. Although in 1936 ‘social’ themes were 
definitely a minority in the sculpture show, Harkavy’s 
American Miner's Family (fig. 109) and Werner’s carving 
Lynching (fig. 110) were singled out for special attention 
by Benson in the Magazine of Art.! Sculptors continued 
to use the Whitney for political statements throughout 
the decade, however isolated their contributions. Werner 
showed a bronze The Boy David (A Tribute to the 
Abraham Lincoln Battalion) in 1938, and the following 
year a work suggestively titled ‘Let My People Go’. In 
1939 Goodelman was represented by Cotton Picker and 
Harkavy by New England Farm Woman. The exhibi- 
tion, which ran from 24 January to 17 February, 





tog Minna R. Harkavy, American Miner's Family, 1931, 
bronze, 27 x 31°/, * 24in., Museum of Modern Art, New York 


took place in the month before the final collapse of 
the Spanish Republic, and the international portrait 
sculptor Jo Davidson pointedly exhibited a bronze 
of the Communist leader La Passionara. In 1940 he 
showed France 1939, while Goodelman showed 
the wood and iron Kultur and Werner a carving titled 
Organizer.'° 

It would be a mistake to think that the work of the 
social sculptors was technically regressive. (Davidson 
should not be numbered among them.) Indeed, when 
the modernist critic James Johnson Sweeney reviewed 
the 1939 exhibition he criticised sculptors such as 
Archipenko, Noguchi and Zorach for showing exhibits 
that did not advance from the experiments of twenty 
years previous, at the same time as he found Harkavy’s 
sculpture ‘very successfully incorporates the portrait ele- 
ments without compromising itself plastically in their 
favour.’ In fact the work he preferred to any at the 
Whitney was David Smith’s steel Suspended Figure, 
concurrently on show in an exhibition of the United 
American Sculptors at the New School for Social 
Research. No less than Harkavy’s exhibit, this should be 
considered as social sculpture.'”” 


Social Art on Display: Organisations and Exhibitions 


nme 


ia Nat Werner, Lynching, c. 1936, 
wood, 48 x 20 x 24in., Howard Univer 
sity Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 


The problem with all the Whitney Museum’s exhibi- 
tions in the later 1930s from the point of view of social 


art was that the very inclusiveness thst allowed it to be 





shown and even purchased also reduced it to just one 
item in the panorama of American painting. Even 
powerful anti-fascist pictures such as Philip Guston’s 
Bombardment (shown in 1938; private collection) and 
Blume’s Eternal City (shown in 1940; see fig. 86) suffered 
from this effect.'”* Moreover, the stylistic variety of social 
art weakened its cumulative impact when there was no 
common subject. Thus McCausland observed of the 1938 
Painting Annual that while there was ‘much competent 
and some excellent painting’, ‘the uncoordinated quality 
of the exhibition as a whole may be taken as ammunition 
by those who argue for “theme” exhibitions,”!”” 

Such responses suggest both the limits of social art’s 
penetration of museum culture and the inability of its 
exponents and defenders to define a distinctive and 
coherent aesthetic that would distinguish it within the 
usual exhibition array. The aesthetic pluralism associ- 
ated with the Democratic Front might work well enough 
symbolically in the artist-run collective shows, but it 
left no traces in the museum display where the formal 
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kinship between paintings by Davis and those of Gorky, 
Graham or Browne (for example) was strikingly evident, 
while its author’s political affiliations with the Social 
Realists were invisible. Moreover, museums themselves, 
with their plutocratic trustees, were suspect institutions, 
unaccountable to either artists or the public. To accept 
the conditions of the annual survey was to collude with 
the artist’s servitude to bourgeois patronage, and it also 
reduced him or her to an individual competitor in the 
cultural marketplace.” 

In survey exhibitions, the aesthetic of the easel paint- 
ing and domestic sculpture prevailed. To show in them 
meant tacitly accepting a different aesthetic from that of 
New Deal public art (which had effectively superseded 
that of proletarianism), an aesthetic grounded in the 
individual apprehension of quality rather than in an 
ideological recognition that affirmed collective class 
experience and revolutionary will. For all the depth and 
sincerity of their political commitment, artists such 
as Evergood, Gwathmey and Toney — the stars of the 
Communist cultural movement in the postwar period -— 
accepted this situation and key aspects of the aesthetic 
that went with it. In the absence of the New Deal art 
projects they had little choice, since galleries and 
museums were the only public spaces left to them. 
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Gropper wrote to Rockwell Kent in 1942 bemoaning 
the difficulties he found in selling his paintings to the 
‘rich bastards who are supposed to buy art’, at the same 
time as insisting that he was still a ‘People’s artist’. To 
which Kent replied: ‘The proper place for your pictures 
and mine, and everybody’s, is not on gallery walls, but 
on bill boards and sides of buildings.’''' This was effec- 
tively a plea for Gropper to concentrate his energies on 
cartoons and posters. However, the whole weight of the 
cultural value system militated against this tactic. To 
make an impression in the cultural field meant precisely 
to achieve recognition from galleries, patrons and 
museums. To balance this kind of success with more 
ephemeral work of the kind Kent recommended proved 
impossible for most artists, partly because increasingly 
the dominant value system excluded a fine artist from 
doing both. The artist who came closest to achieving this 
in the 1930s and 1940s was Ben Shahn, ironically not a 
Communist but a social democrat. While Shahn gar- 
nered considerable critical success in the short term, it 
was at the cost of his long-term reputation. But that was 
the result of later shifts in the cultural field that erected 
a nearly impermeable barrier between the political, 
popular and topical and the notion of quality -— a devel- 
opment I shall have to consider later in my story. 


7 Communist Artists and the New Deal (2): 
From the People’s Front to the Democratic Front 


SS S.C 


The Federal Art Project and the 
Struggle over wPa 


The history of the Federal Art Project is inseparable 
from that of the vast programme of which it was a part. 
The drawbacks of the wpa were its drawbacks too — the 
inadequacy of provision in relation to the total number 
of unemployed, the humiliation of the means test, con- 
tinuing uncertainty about layoffs and low wages even 
during employment. Although Federal One became a 
particular focus of Congressional hostility, conservatives 
objected to the principles of the wpa as such, both with 
regard to work relief and the use of federal funds to 
redress unemployment. From the other side, the radical- 
isation and unionisation of project workers was not spe 
cific to the arts projects, and the activities of the Artists’ 
Union (and its equivalents in the other arts programmes) 
need to be seen in relation to those of the Workers 
Alliance and other organisational initiatives among the 
wra workforce. With the administration on the defen- 
sive in the face of the powerful conservative coalition 
of Southern Democrats and rural Republicans that 
emerged after the mid-term elections of 1938, the WPA as 
a whole was increasingly vulnerable as a key symbol 
of New Deal progressivism. Charges of Communist 
infiltration of the projects particularly targeted the 
Federal Theatre and Federal Writers’ Projects, but they 
were not restricted to them. It is also important to 
remember that the principle of relief spending never 
achieved full popular legitimacy, and indeed according, 
to opinion polls acceptance for it declined in the late 
1930s — a phenomenon that probably owed something 
to the hostility of an overwhelmingly conservative press 
which accused the wea, by and large falsely, of ineffi- 
ciency and waste and, with somewhat more substance, 
of being a vehicle of political manipulation.' 

From the beginning, opponents of the New Deal were 
concerned both that the wpa was a device for securing 
votes for Roosevelt and that it would somehow become 


permanent. Of course, permanency was never Roosevelt’s 
intention. He saw the wpa strictly as a temporary relief 
measure and indeed wished to achieve a balanced 
budget. From early 1936, when the programme was at 
its peak, there was a constant threat of layoffs partly as 
a result of the president’s inclination to economise 
but increasingly due to Congressional pressure. By the 
spring of that year funds from the 1935 ERA act were 
beginning to run out and Hopkins was forced to order 
layoffs. To add to this, anticipating an economic upturn, 
Roosevelt asked for a much smaller appropriation for 
the financial year 1936-7, which made further cuts 


inevitable and in the event contributed to a new reces- 





sion. One effect of these cutbacks was increasing 
protests from the relief workers’ organisations in the 
form of pickets and sit-down strikes, particularly in 
New York where unemployment was especially high. 
The famous ‘219’ occupation of New York Far offices 
on 1 December 1936 was only one instance in a much 
larger wave of actions against layoffs in all sections 
of the wpa. As the so-called ‘Roosevelt depression’ of 
1937-8 deepened and the numbers on relief climbed, the 
president was persuaded to increase relief spending 
again, with the result that the wea workforce in New 
York, which had fallen to 130,000 in September 1937, 
grew to 175,000 by the autumn of the following year. 
Audrey McMahon, the director of FAP in New York, 
recalled that such fluctuations produced ‘a horrifying 
uncertainty as to the duration of . . . employment’ which 
was ‘vastly detrimental’ for morale. Further, workers 
had to undergo a fresh means test before each re-hiring 
which reinforced the idea that wPa was not a proper job 
but simply a glorified dole. Despite these difficulties, 
1937-8 has been viewed as the halcyon days of Federal 
One, after which the real onslaught began.” 
Congressional conservatives began to turn their atten- 
tion to the arts projects in part as a result of two liberal 
initiatives to establish federal patronage on a permanent 
basis by setting up a government department for the 
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arts. The Coffee-Pepper Bill (8239), introduced in the 
House in January 1938, aroused considerable opposi- 
tion from some art critics and professional groups, and 
never got beyond the committee stage. Its authors subse- 
quently worked with Representative William I. Sirovich 
of New York to draw up another bill which was 
reported by the Committee on Patents, and debated on 
15 June. Congressional reception of the Sirovich Bill was 
bawdy and derisory, and it was defeated by 195 votes to 
35. Although the wea administrators called before the 
committees maintained a posture of studied neutrality 
on the proposals, the federal arts projects inevitably 
received attention in newspaper reporting on the bills 
which was almost uniformly hostile. Federal One was 
damaged simply by association with this debacle.* 

Worse was to follow. In July 1938, J. Parnell Thomas 
of the House Committee on Un-American Activities 
(HUAC) announced that the committee would conduct an 
investigation of the Federal Writers’ and Theatre Pro- 
jects, which served both as ‘a branch of the communist 
organization’ and as ‘one more link in the vast and 
unparalleled New Deal propaganda machine.’ The chair 
of HuAC, Martin Dies, described the wra in 1940 as ‘the 
greatest financial boon which ever came to the Com- 
munists in the United States.”* Beginning in August, the 
Committee began to call as witnesses wpa workers and 
former workers who claimed that the Workers Alliance 
virtually ran the projects, and that it in turn was Com- 
munist controlled. The Theatre Project in particular 
was denounced as a nest of Party members that pro- 
duced blatantly communistic plays, and Edwin Banta, a 
former Communist employed as a supervisor, made 
similar claims about the Writers’ Project. In December, 
the directors of the rrp and Fwp, Hallie Flanagan and 
Henry Alsberg, both of whom had been accused 
of Communist sympathies in previous testimonies, 
appeared before the Committee to defend their pro- 
grammes and refute specific charges. This was not what 
the Committee members wished to hear, and in their 
report of January 1939 they claimed that a ‘rather large 
number’ of employees on these projects were Commu- 
nists or fellow-travellers, and that workers felt pressured 
into joining the Workers Alliance.’ 

In fact, the Workers Alliance had begun as a Socialist 
Party organisation for the unemployed, but in April 
1936 it fused with the Communist Unemployed Coun- 
cils, at the same time taking in many members of the 
Musteite National Unemployed Leagues. Its president 
remained David Lasser, a radical Socialist, but its secre- 
tary Herbert Benjamin was a Communist as were several 
other members of the executive board and perhaps the 
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majority. However, while Communists certainly played 
a major role in the Workers Alliance, its strength lay in 
its capacity to articulate the very real discontents and 
anxieties of wea workers who by 1939 made up 75 
per cent of its membership. Rather than directly attack- 
ing the administration, the organisation increasingly 
functioned as a pressure group to protest about assaults 
on relief provision from the Congressional right. As such 
it gave assistance to beleaguered wpa administrators, 
who recognised its position in some degree.* 

Despite their manifest unfairness, the Dies Committee 
hearings did enormous harm to Federal One, partly 
because the frequently groundless charges were given 
massive publicity in the press. Although neither Cahill 
nor Nicolai Solokoff were called before HUAC, both the 
Art and Music Projects suffered from this besmirching 
of the other two. The conservative group in Congress 
was considerably strengthened by the November 1938 
elections, and in the new session opposition to the 
wpa was mounted by both reactionary Democrats and 
Republicans in the House Subcommittee on Appropria- 
tions, the former led by Clifton Woodrum of Virginia 
and the latter by John Taber of New York. In March 
1939 the House voted by a massive majority to autho- 
rise Woodrum’s sub-committee to investigate the wpa. 
At the hearings that followed, witnesses (many of whom 
had already appeared before the Dies Committee) 
rehearsed the now familiar charges about the Workers 
Alliance’s influence in the FTP and Fw. Federal One was 
also accused of waste and inefficiency, although the FAP 
and emp largely escaped on this score. 

The wea was defended before the sub-committee by 
Colonel Francis Harrington, who had succeeded Harry 
Hopkins in December. Harrington did not have the same 
commitment to Federal One as his predecessor, and 
although he sought to defend the cultural projects he 
also acknowledged irregularities and promised a whole- 
sale reorganisation. In the event, the ERA bill that 
Roosevelt signed into law in July clearly reflected con- 
servative power in the House. Not only did it require a 
mandatory layoff of wea workers after eighteen months 
(whether or not they had alternative employment) and 
put a ceiling on the cost of construction projects, it 
closed down the Federal Theatre Project and required 
that all projects, including Federal One, secure at least 
25 per cent sponsorship. Moreover the appropriation 
Roosevelt had asked for was seriously inadequate, to 
the extent that in New York almost 45 per cent 
of wpa workers were discharged in the months follow- 
ing the act. The Theatre Project apart, Federal One in 
New York did survive, but only because Mayor La 


Guardia agreed that the city would assume sponsorship 
costs. 

Unwilling to jeopardise the rest of wra for a relatively 
small and wayward component, Harrington and Flo- 
rence Kerr (who headed the Women’s and Professional 
Division) decided to reorganise the arts projects from 
September 1939 by passing over far more control to WPA 
state administrators — for the most part construction 
experts with no competence or interest in artistic 
matters. This change, together with the new sponsorhsip 
requirement and the disruptive effects of the eighteen- 
month layoff rule, curtailed drastically the more creative 
aspects of the rap. Colonel Brehon Somervell, the wra 
administrator in New York, had run the larger pro- 
gramme in the city with great efficiency, but he was no 
friend of Federal One and had a personally antagonistic 
relationship with Audrey McMahon. In the aftermath of 
the 1939 ERA act he set a limit of 1,000 to the number of 
artists who could be on wpa rolls — at its height the New 
York rap had employed 2,200. He was further empow- 
ered by an amendment to the 1940 ERA act that barred 
Communists and Nazi Bund members from wea jobs, 
and required all personnel on the rolls to swear on oath 
that they belonged to neither organisation. Failure to 
swear would lead to instant dismissal, and false state- 
ments carried a heavy penalty. Somervell ordered an 
investigation of Board of Election records to identify 
registered Communists among his workforce, and also 
sought help from the Fst and the Dies Committee. This 
campaign proved relatively ineffectual, and of the 365 
persons who had been fired by the end of 1940 most 
were reinstated by May 1941 as a result of protests from 
the unions and acLu. Somervell also launched a cam- 
paign to purge anything that might be read as propa- 
ganda from FAP murals, which led to the destruction 
of three out of four innocuous canvases on the theme 
of flight that had been painted for the Administration 
Building of Floyd Bennett Airfield in Brooklyn by a self- 
confessed Communist, August Henkel.* However, by 
this time the Federal Art Project was on its last legs and 
in 1941 it was reorganised as a national defence pro- 
gramme, finally closing down with the remainder of wPa 
at the end of January 1943. 


The cpusa and the Federal Art Project 


The Communist Party’s position on the work relief pro- 
gramme was consonant with the positions it took on 
unemployment insurance, pensions, public housing and 
health provision. Continuation and expansion of work 
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relief was part of its 1936 election platform, which 
demanded that the ‘government continue and extend the 
wpa’ in conjunction with a massive Federal Works Pro- 
gramme.” Protests against WPA cuts in late 1936 were 
extensively reported in the Daily Worker, and this cov- 
erage continued for most of 1937, slackening in inten- 
sity only towards the end of the year. Several editorials 
attacked Roosevelt over the cuts, and in November 
1936 a substantial article warned workers on the art 
projects that in the aftermath of the election their future 
was uncertain, and they should campaign collectively 
for a permanent Department of Fine Arts.'? From late 
1936 onwards, New Masses, which had been so critical 
of the cultural projects in the past, now found they had 
‘done wonders to slake the cultural thirst of millions 
of Americans’ and protested against moves to diminish 
them. The Daily Worker reported favourably on a 
number of Federal Theatre productions in the first half 
of 1937, and in June published an article affirming the 
achievements of the Frar.'! 

Although the Artists’ Union drew its energies mainly 
from the grievances and anxieties of art project workers, 
it was also one arm of a larger Communist strategy in 
relation to the wra. As such, it was a loyal exponent of 
Party policy. The Union backed the Communist-drafted 
Workers’ Unemployment and Social Insurance Bill, 
introduced into Congress in February 1934. From pwaP 
onwards it argued that relief provision for artists was 
inadequate and it was campaigning for a Federal Arts 
Bill months before wea was established.'* In May 1936 
the Union followed the cp line in calling on members to 
support the formation of a Farmer-Labor party,'’ and 
similarly it greeted the November election results as a 
victory over reaction. It was immediately forced to con- 
front the threat of layoffs as money from the 1936 ERA 
act began to run out. Art Front denounced these as ‘a 
betrayal of the mandate of the people given to President 
Roosevelt’, and on 12 December artists joined in a 
picket by 5,000 relief workers of the wra Central Office 
at 70 Columbus Avenue." 

From the beginning, the Union attacked Bruce’s 
Section of Painting and Sculpture as inferior to the 
pwap, both because it did not prioritise helping the 
destitute and was smaller in scope. By comparison with 
pwap, the FAP was also a retrograde step since it paid a 
‘security wage’ rather than the prevailing wage rate and 
involved a means test. Like the AFL unions, the Artists’ 
Union opposed this undercutting of established pay 
norms and described the wpa as ‘Roosevelt’s starvation 
program for work relief’, designed to reduce wages in 
private industry at a time when the cost of living was 
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rising. In fact its campaign to secure an AFL charter in 
mid-1935 occurred at a moment when actions by the 
New York Central Trades and Labor Council did wring 
some concessions out of the wra — although these bene- 
fited only skilled workers with union membership. Yet 
the Union opposed proposals to cut back the wra in the 
fiscal year 1936-7, and by 1937 had become a qualified 
supporter of the projects." 

At the same time as it fought cutbacks on a day to 
day basis and tried (unsuccessfully) to pressure the FAP 
administration into taking a stand for the permanency 
of the projects, the Union also emphasised that the ‘fight 
to maintain and expand the Federal Art Project has 
never been considered by the Union merely as a problem 
of employment.’ The experience of collective organisa- 
tion had helped artists defeat ‘the disease of Bohemia- 
nism’ and thus the projects stood for a new kind of 
democratic and socially responsible aesthetic. Through 
the Public Use of Art committees unions had shown the 
administration how the scope of the projects could be 
expanded: ‘Art has been brought down from the market 
places of the dealers and the museums. It is no longer 
necessary for the worker and the middle class American 
to take his hat in hand and make a pilgrimage to some 
shrine to see a work of art.’ And this was only a begin- 
ning, for ‘with the development of democracy in the 
sphere of wages and hours, with the inevitable political 
implications of this movement, the possibilities for the 
establishment of democracy in the social sphere, includ- 
ing culture will be realized.’'® 

Whereas Art Front had been generally dismissive 
about the products of pwap, its reviews of exhibitions at 
the Federal Art Project Gallery in New York were sym- 
pathetic and that of New Horizons in American Art, 
a showcase exhibition of project art at the Museum of 
Modern Art in September 1936, was cautiously wel- 
coming. McCausland found that ‘the murals of the 
Federal Art Project, though not attaining the highest 
plastic quality, are vastly superior to the wooden and 
stereotyped creations of the Treasury Department Art 
Projects’ — a superiority she attributed to the ‘somewhat 
freer though still too restricted hand’ allowed Far 
workers."” 

Concern about the influence of the Section (which 
was after all a source of far more substantial income 
for artists fortunate enough to secure commissions) 
prompted an extended critique by one Peter Vane, who 
argued that Bruce’s team was ‘a small clique, dominated 
by reactionary ideas and methods of procedure, which 
has brought into the workings of the Section a small and 
malodorous group of Museum Directors and others of 
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their ilk who have attempted to set up in their commu- 
nities little dictatorships in art’. The Section’s premises 
were essentially exclusive, and Bruce’s rationale for 
the art programme as a kind of safety-valve for social 
discontents was ‘reactionary and anti-democratic’, 
Moreover the Section had been given existence by the 
Secretary of the Treasury, an unelected official. By 
contrast the alternative of the FAP was ‘a splendid one’, 
and Cahill’s catalogue essay for New Horizons in Amer- 
ican Art was quoted approvingly. Vane emphasised that 
the wpa programme depended on funds voted by the 
elected representatives of the American people: ‘the 
Project must go to the people for support on the basis of 
performance. In fact, what from an ideal perspective 
seemed the projects’ strength was precisely their 
undoing.'* Assuming that the rap was the basis for ‘the 
complete development and maturation of art’ in ‘all sec- 
tions of the nation’, the Union supported the Coffee Bill, 
the text of which was printed in the October 1937 
Art Front. In spite of this, the magazine remained 
fiercely critical of the administration to the end, and the 
same issue accused even ‘so-called liberals’, such as 
Aubrey Williams, of working ‘to intensify the effect of 
every reactionary aspect of the provisions of Congress 
for wpa on the Arts Projects’.'” 

In March-April 1938 the Daily Worker printed a 
series of six articles on the art projects in music, theatre, 
radio, literature and the visual arts, and from that point 
on it effectively subsumed them within the Democratic 
Front, extensively reporting their achievements.”’ In 
June the Party openly declared its support for the 
Sirovich Bill, which was also backed by the Labor Non- 
Partisan League (formed by the cro leadership in 1936 
to support Roosevelt), by some AFL unions and by the 
Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party. According to The 
Communist, the bill represented ‘a program to establish 
the rights of creative workers to live and to produce 
their work with the assurance of reasonable remunera- 
tion based upon the social use of their work, to establish 
people’s sponsorship, enjoyment, and participation in 
the arts as a principle of our democracy.’ On such a 
basis the arts could ‘flourish as the allies of the people 
and the enemy of reaction’, and thus the bill ‘should be 
made an issue in every election struggle.”*' 

As the threat to the projects’ very existence became 
evident in the debates around the 1939 Era bill, New 
Masses published two articles by Joseph Starobin, the 
first exposing the Dies Committee and the second setting 
out the achievements of the projects.” At the same time, 
the Daily Worker printed articles lauding wea art at the 
New York World’s Fair, which had itself been turned 


into a way station on the road to socialism: ‘The World’s 
Fair says — even [if] it does not know it — that poverty, 
unemployment, back-breaking work, disease and inse- 
curity are needless burdens. The people feel it as they 
look at the “world of tomorrow”.’ Moreover, the mural 
art and public sculpture of the Fair showed America 
was ‘Coming into its Own in the World of Art and 
Culture’.* The wra building at the Fair was particularly 
praised, and the paper featured reports on murals by 
the Sunday Worker artist Louis Ferstadt and the leftists 
Guston and Refregier.** New Masses’s review of the 
Fair’s massive exhibition of American Art Today (which 
was curated by Holger Cahill), and McCausland’s long 
appraisal in Parnassus, were as positive as those of many 
mainstream art critics, despite the widely remarked 
dearth of ‘social protest’ art on show.” 

In effect, after 1938 cultural criticism in the Party 
press accepted the project administrators’ own evalua- 
tion of their achievements — that the ‘Federal Art Project 
[had] made American artists and their work part of the 
life of the whole people for the first time.’ The presence 
of wpa or former WPA artists in exhibitions was a subject 
for pointed comment, and by 1940 the Daily Worker 
was applauding new FAP mural commissions. In 1939, 
the position had shifted so much that even the Treasury 
Section’s Forty-Eight States Post Office Murals Compe- 
tition was given positive coverage — although the fact 
that Joe Jones was a prize-winner in this may have 
played some role in the evaluation.”® All in all, consider- 
ing the extent to which the cultural projects had come to 
stand for the ‘most progressive facets’ of the New Deal, 
and the zeal with which they were praised and defended 
in the Communist press, it is hardly surprising that 
conservative charges that they were a hotbed of Com- 
munist agitation would look credible. Correspondingly, 
after the Party changed tack with the Nazi-Soviet 
Pact and the outbreak of war, the diminution of the 
projects was seen as symptomatic of a conservative 
turn in the New Deal, for which Roosevelt was held 
responsible.” 


The Ideology of the Federal 
Art Project 


In addition to the cp’s general stance on the wpa, there 
were solid reasons for Communists to view the Federal 
Art Project more favourably than the Treasury Section. 
These had to do with both the organisation of the 
project and with its ideological framing. In relation to 
the former, its orientation to relief rather than quality, 
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the greater freedom of expression it permitted artists, its 
commitment to art education and the extension of artis- 
tic knowledge through community art centres all made it 
seem preferable to the Section, which rested on a more 
traditional model of patronage relations and a far 
narrower notion of aesthetic culture. In relation to 
the latter, the key voice was that of Holger Cahill 
(1887-1960), whose background and formation were a 
world apart from that of Bruce and Watson. The child of 
impoverished Icelandic immigrants, Cahill was brought 
to North America around 1889, and spent most of his 
childhood in rural North Dakota. After a succession of 
labouring and low-level white collar jobs, he arrived in 
New York in 1913. There he moved in Greenwich 
Village circles, got to know members of The Masses 
group, acquired an interest in socialism and took 
courses on writing and journalism at New York Univer- 
sity. One of his early friends was Mike Gold, but 
although Cahill initially shared Gold’s enthusiasm for 
the Bolshevik Revolution, by 1921 he was a convert 
to a kind of modernist aestheticism — an outlook that 
matched his budding career as an art critic, publicist and 
curator. Cahill later indicated that his political orienta- 
tion was towards American Populism and the Wobblies, 
but the fact remains that several of his friends of the 
early 1920s — Gropper, Stuart Davis, Malcolm Cowley 
and Orrick Johns — became active participants in the 
Communist cultural movement. I do not imply by this 
that Cahill was a closet fellow-traveller, merely that he 
was far closer to left-wing artistic and literary circles 
than those who ran the Section. 

As Wendy Jeffers has pointed out, it was not by 
chance that Cahill landed the job of directing the Federal 
Art Project.* His work at the Newark Museum, a stint 
as acting director at the Museum of Modern Art in 
1932-33 and his curating of the First Municipal Art 
Exhibit in New York (1934) had established his creden- 
tials as a propagandist and ideologue for modern 
American art. By 1935, Cahill had forged an historical 
rationale for federal patronage that was a fascinating 
amalgam of ideas culled from John Cotton Dana, John 
Dewey, Thorstein Veblen and modernist theory which 
matched perfectly the needs of the radical wing of the 
New Deal. Some of the guiding principles of his aes- 
thetic were already there in his major essay on Max 
Weber of 1930, where he argued the familiar modernist 
point that nineteenth-century academicism had cor- 
rupted art by promoting the falsehood that its primary 
function was imitative and true imitation was necessar- 
ily naturalistic. Modern artists such as Weber had revi- 
talised tradition by going back to a ‘universal language’ 
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of art, discernible in the Oriental and the primitive: ‘The 
central problem of the painter is that of achieving 
ordered spatial relations within the rectangle of his 
canvas. This problem must be solved in terms of the 
medium. The set of ordered spatial relations achieved in 
terms of a medium must communicate something to a 
beholder.’ But this ‘something’ was not like a scientific 
statement, a symbol referring to an object, for the pic- 
tures of ‘any artist worthy the name, are intended to be 
looked at as objects in which the search of the beholder 
comes to rest.’ True art worked by ‘evocation’. And yet 
evocation had to be tied to a ‘minimum of statement’ for 
communication to work.” 

In his brief spell at the Museum of Modern Art, Cahill 
put on a sequence of path-breaking exhibitions, for 
all of which he wrote substantive catalogue essays: 
American Folk Art: The Art of the Common Man in 
America, 1750-1900 (1932), American Painting and 
Sculpture, 1862-1932 (1932-3) and American Sources 
of Modern Art (1933). The first claimed that folk 
art grew out of ‘the fertile plain of everday competence 
in the crafts’, and was ‘the expression of the common 
people, made by them for their use and enjoyment.’ 
Unfortunately, such art had languished as a result of the 
spread of ‘machine industry’ after the Civil War, and by 
the end of the century the decline of the crafts caused it 
to die out. It had taken the ‘pioneers of modern art’ to 
discover its aesthetic quality. For Cahill, folk art had 
mirrored ‘the sense and sentiment of a community’. 
In the second of his catalogues, Cahill was. still 
more explicit in lamenting the effects of the rise of 
industrialism, and the concomitant ‘dominance of 
classes with little interest in art and tradition of art 
patronage.’ The alienation of the artist from community 
in the Gilded Age was deeply unhealthy, and led to the 
‘exploitation of personal peculiarities’, to ‘bohemian- 
ism’. Yet there was a dialectical twist here, in that the 
isolation of the artist also prompted forms of modernist 
experimentation with a ‘powerful and vitalizing influ- 
ence’ on American art, which had produced a ‘usable 
past’, technically speaking.” Cahill believed that the 
‘period of experiments’ was probably now over, and in a 
series of radio talks, published as a book in 1934, he 
argued that after twenty years in which they had been 
mainly preoccupied with the ‘means’ of art, American 
painters were now concerned anew with ‘social and col- 
lective expression’. The ‘world hegemony’ of the School 
of Paris was over: ‘American art is declaring a morato- 
rium on its debts to Europe and turning to cultivate 
its own garden.’ This ‘contemporary emphasis upon 
human significance in art’ found its ‘strongest expres- 
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sion’ in a renewed interest in mural painting and art’s 
decorative functions. The most important opportunity 
for mural painters had been provided by the ‘various 
public art projects’ for, whatever the quality of the art 
they produced, ‘They show that the community is 
assuming a responsibility toward the artist. Through 
them there may be a possibility of healing the breach 
between the artist and the public.’’' This historical 
schema, which had culminated in the pwaP in 1934, Was 
applied and clarified in Cahill’s catalogue essay for New 
Horizons in American Art (1936). 

In a speech made at the eightieth birthday celebration 
for John Dewey in 1939, Cahill presented the wPa FAP 
as essentially an implementation of Dewey’s ideas on art 
and education.” Iam not sure how literally we should 
take this. Dewey’s main contribution to aesthetics, Art 
as Experience, had been published in 1934, although he 
had been expounding its ideas earlier and many of them 
had a broader currency. (Cahill claimed to have first 
heard Dewey lecture at Columbia University around 
1914.) | have found no reference to Dewey in Cahill’s 
speeches of 1937-8, but many of their key themes 
certainly had a Deweyan resonance, such as the refusal 
of any sharp distinction between the fine arts and the 
arts of use, the insistence on the ordinariness of aes- 
thetic experience, the emphasis on community and 
democratic participation and the stress on the cultural 
dimensions of democracy and the organic relationship 
between culture and social environment. These were 
coupled with a critique of plutocracy that stopped 
short of anti-capitalism. But then Communists sup- 
ported New Deal democracy as a route to developing 
a socialist consciousness; they did not see it as socialist 
as such.** 

References to Dewey were not calculated to appeal to 
Communist ideologues, to whom Pragmatism generally 
appeared ‘the dominant American bourgeois philo- 
sophy’, the failings of which were demonstrated by 
Dewey’s involvement with the American Committee for 
the Defense of Leon Trotsky. Moreover, Art as Experi- 
ence would have been made particularly suspect by the 
author’s criticisms of proletarian art, which were linked 
to an assertion that ‘art itself’ could not ‘be secure under 
modern conditions’ without a revolutionary transforma- 
tion in social relations of a type ill-defined but implicitly 
different from that proposed by the Communists.” 
However, such details aside, the rhetoric of cultural 
democracy and Americanism with which Cahill framed 
the wpa FAP meshed in well with the discourse of the 
Democratic Front. Statements such as ‘Our experience 
with the Federal Art Program has inspired all of us with 


the belief that art for all the people is possible and that 
government has a responsibility in making it possible’ or 
that through the wea artists had been ‘given a vision of a 
genuine people’s art functioning freely in relation to 
society’ could be seen as pointing towards a Soviet-style 
culture, as this appeared in the cp fantasy of the ussR. 
Cahill’s former friend, Mike Gold, claimed in 1940 that 
the ‘wpa was “red” because it was democratic’, and that 
from the perspective of the Congressmen who had 
destroyed the projects, democracy was ‘a dangerous 
ideology that tried to burst the bonds of capitalism and 
express itself in the wpa program.’ The terms in which 
Gold read this struggle were excessive, but his characteri- 
sation of the wpa’s enemies and his perception of what the 
projects represented were essentially accurate. 


The Treasury Section of Fine Arts 


After what has been said of the Artists’ Union and 
Treasury Section so far, it might be assumed that rela- 
tions between left-wing artists and Section administra- 
tors were fraught, and that the former found few 
opportunities for politically significant work within the 
programme. The first assumption would be unjustified, 
the latter can at least be argued over. 

Ideology aside, the sheer scale and importance of 
Section patronage meant that artists of the left were 
obliged to establish some kind of modus vivendi with 
its personnel. Indeed, despite the fierce criticisms of the 
Section in Art Front, collective organisations of the 
left made several overtures to Bruce - all of which he 
rejected. From pwap on, Bruce regarded the Artists’ 
Union as irresponsible and unrealistic, but when the 
New York organisation asked him to speak at a sympo- 
sium on ‘Art and Government Responsibility’ in May 
1934, he responded cordially (and doubtless tactfully) 
enough.” In 1936, Biddle invited him to join the Artists’ 
Congress, implicitly at the suggestion of Stuart Davis. 
While Bruce wisely declined, the superintendant of the 
Section, Edward Rowan, attended the Congress in 1938, 
although it is unlikely he was a member.” 

A significant number of the dramatis personae of our 
story so far sought or achieved Section commissions, 
among them the painters Abelman, Arnautoff, Burck,* 
Cikovsky, Evergood, Gropper, Gwathmey, Jones, 
Refregier, Ribak, Siporin, Moses and Raphael Soyer, 
Sternberg and Zakheim; and the sculptors Ben-Shmuel, 
Cronbach, Glickman, Harkavy and Werner. Some of 
these certainly sought them out of financial exigency, but 
others may have been prompted to participate in Section 
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competitions in part because they recognised that the 
programme offered important spaces for public art. 
Indeed several leftists and Popular Fronters received 
commissions to decorate federal buildings in Washing- 
ton itself, notably Cikovsky, Ernest Fiene and Gropper 
at the Department of Interior; Chaim Gross, Concetta 
Scaravaglione*’ and Rockwell Kent at the Post Office 
Department; Ben Shahn at the Department of Social 
Security; and Gross and Scaravaglione at the Federal 
Trade Commission. Moreover, the most important 
Section commission outside the capital, the Saint Louis 
Post Office, went to the Chicago radicals Edward 
Millman and Mitchell Siporin. 

Of course, being awarded a commission hardly gave 
politically committed artists a free hand to paint or 
sculpt as they chose. While the Section claimed that its 
competition system was democratic and made much of 
the role of its regional committees and consultation with 
local communities, the Washington office overruled jury 
decisions it did not like and the actual production of 
all works was tightly supervised through a sequence of 
prescribed stages, tied in with the payment process.” 
Bruce’s formalistic preferences partly set the Section’s 
aesthetic agenda. In an early address to artists he 
observed: “The artist’s business is to help people to see 
and enjoy seeing and not think.... Art is getting too 
precious and ponderous.’ In 1940 the Section’s Bulletin 
printed a letter to Bruce from Henry Varnum Poor, in 
which Poor asserted that ‘I think the basis of any great 
mural, as of all great painting, is a sense of the pictorial 
necessity, a visual freshness and reality, which speaks 
more clearly than anything. So a complicated or highly 
intellectual idea is a great drawback — something to sur- 
mount rather than a real help.’ Not only did the Section 
publish this to guide contestants for the Social Security 
Building commission, but Poor explicitly stated that 
his ideas were close to Bruce’s own. This formalism and 
insistence on the life-enhancing functions of the aes- 
thetic went hand in hand with the Americanism of the 
project to justify the beneficent image of the nation that 
dominated in Section art. In a report to the president in 
1939 Bruce observed of a selection of mural sketches 
that ‘[tlhey make me feel very comfortable about 
America’, and of the thousands of competition entries 
the Section had received: ‘There has been no sign of 
defeat or social unrest among any of them.” Certainly 
the Section’s administrators had sought to ensure this 
was the case. But if the representation of overt conflict 
was repressed, might not the clash of social interests 
manifest itself in more subtle forms? I shall consider this 
question under two heads, labour and history. 
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t11 Joe Jones, mural, 1939, oil on canvas, 49 x 144in., USPO, Seneca, Kansas. 


LABouR 


The themes of Section art were broadly illustrative of the 
functions of the institutions they decorated, but in the 
case of the small post offices which made up the vast 
bulk of its commissions, subjects concerning the ‘history 
and industries of the place’ could substitute for the 
post.” It was in representing the ‘industries of the place’ 
and the functions of some departmental buildings in 
Washington that Section artists produced an extensive 
iconography of labour, although this also formed part of 
postal imagery. In his ‘Public Use of Art’ essay, Schapiro 
welcomed the art projects as a step in the right direction 
but warned: 


A regime that must hold the support of the people 
today, provides conventional images of peace, justice, 
social harmony, productive labor, the idylls of the 
farms and factories, while it proposes at the same time 
an unprecedented military and naval budget, leaves 
ten million unemployed and winks at the most brutal 
violations of civil liberties. In their seemingly neutral 
glorification of work, progress and national history, 
these public murals are instruments of a class.** 


This contemporary judgement corresponds closely to 
that of the most sophisticated recent analysis, Barbara 
Melosh’s Engendering Culture (1991), which argues 
that while the iconic status of male labour in Section art 
“gave a new symbolic weight to working-class lives’, the 
way it was used deflected ‘the very challenge it raised’ 
because subjects were ‘seldom located... in any clear 
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social hierarchy and even less frequently suggested class 
conflict’: ‘Even as the image of the manly worker denied 
the authority of the contemporary middle class, it 
reaffirmed an enduring mythology of classlessness that 
limited and contained its critique of American society.” 
The work of left-wing artists was effectively contained 
and muted by the Section’s regime. This is a persuasive 
interpretation of Section iconography up to a point, but 
it seems to assume that the art spoke uniformly to dif- 
ferent audiences, and arguably gives insufficient weight 
to the character of American working-class conscious- 
ness in the period. 

Other scholars have sought to define the audience for 
Section art from the correspondence of post masters 
and newspaper clippings in its files, which are taken to 
manifest the response of ‘communities’ and ‘citizens’, or 
even ‘popular taste’. Such materials are a valuable 
source, but they speak only for those who had a voice, 
and it should not be assumed that they represent the 
outlook and attitudes of all the complex groupings in 
the societies where Section art was sited.*’ Indeed, some 
left-wing artists specifically denied the representative- 
ness of the post master and such citizens as he or she was 
likely to consult. It is also worth looking at the practice 
of specific Communists and fellow-travellers to see if 
there is room for a multi-accentual interpretation. 

Among the Communist artists who worked for the 
programme, Joe Jones was one of the most successful 
in terms of the sheer number of commissions received: 
between 1937 and 1941 he painted five post office 





112 William Gropper, Construction of a Dam, 1938-9, oil on canvas, centre panel 8 ft 11in. x 
Department of Interior, Washington, D.C. 


murals spread over Arkansas, Kansas and Missouri. All 
bar one of these are images of wheat harvesting. These 
seem a world apart from his 1935 murals at Common- 
wealth College, which were described by the Daily 
Worker as ‘depicting the outstanding condition and 
major struggles of the Southern working people.’ Yet 
in fact Jones attributed his success in attracting Rowan’s 
attention in 1935 to the Commonwealth College and 
Saint Louis Court House murals, together with the inter- 
cession of Elizabeth Green on his behalf. At the time 
Jones hoped the Mena commission would lead to ‘other 
jobs at liberal colleges’, and observed that he would ‘like 
nothing better myself than to go around doing these 
murals’. But although he established friendly relations 
with Rowan, to begin with he was only offered work 
with the Treasury Relief Art Project — an offer he turned 
down both because the pay was less than he could earn 
from the Resettlement Administration, and because he 
felt that the wpa (which set the terms of employment 
under TRAP) was undercutting union wage rates. He was 
also wary of government patronage, observing in a letter 
to Green: ‘Although Mr Rowan may sincerely want me 
to do an honest job, I know I will have to fight in 
order to accomplish anything decent . . . he will have to 
prove to me the sincerity of our government as a patron 
of the arts.” 

Jones’s letters to Rowan (whom he sometimes 
addressed irreverently as ‘Pop’ or ‘Pappy’) suggest that it 
was mainly financial desperation that made him turn to 
the Section in 1937, and he may have used Section 


commissions to fund his production of more politically 
pointed easel paintings."* It seems to have been Rowan 
who pushed him towards using the wheat theme in 
his murals, since for his first assignment at Magnolia, 
Arkansas, Jones suggested other subjects.” However, 
Jones did not see post office decorations just as jobs, and 
in preparing for the mural at Anthony, Kansas, he enthu- 
siastically researched local conditions, living with wheat 
farmers and climbing over combine harvesters with a 
miniature camera. According to the post master, the 
installed mural was ‘regarded very highly by a good 
many of our people here.’ Jones’s mural for Seneca, 
Kansas (fig. 111), was also well received in the long run 
but, at the post master’s request, he was obliged to 
remove the trade name Massey Harris inscribed on the 
harvester in the colour sketch and also to alter the vista 
to indicate smaller farms with mixed crops. 

Defending his original conception for Seneca in a 
letter to Rowan, Jones acutely pointed out the problems 
raised by the Section’s reliance on post masters and local 
newspapers as measures of public response: ‘I hope you 
will first consider the fact that postmasters are never 
typical in their community, intellectually or spiritually. 
This goes for small town newspaper editors as well.’ 
Replying to the criticism that he had not shown local 
crop culture accurately and that his harvester looked out 
of date, Jones emphasised that he was not trying to 
make ‘a kind of agricultural survey’ of a community but 
a ‘vital work of art’ which would have significance ‘for 
the broadest mass of people’ in the area. More specifi- 
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113 (right) Edgar Britton, Work of the Petroleum 
Division of the Bureau of Mines (east wall), 1939, 
fresco, 9 ft 3'/)in. x 19 ft 7in., Department of Interior, 
Washington, D.C. 


114 (facing page) Edgar Britton, study for Work of the 
Petroleum Division of the Bureau of Mines, whereabouts 
unknown. 


cally, ‘I want the working people, the people producing 
useful things with their hands to enjoy this painting for 
the understanding and strength of which part of their 
lives are reflected.’ In the event, the result apparently 
pleased everyone, including the artist himself. This 
seems to indicate precisely the multi-accentuality of such 
images, which could appeal to Rowan and the Section 
because of their pictorial qualities and progressive sym- 
bolism, to the post master and local press because of 
their presumed accuracy to locale and to the left-wing 
artist who desired an imagery of labour that would have 
meaning for a working-class audience. Whether they 
worked for the latter in the way Jones hoped, cannot be 
known.”! 

In Section art workers usually labour energetically 
and productively, and nowhere more so than in 
Gropper’s Construction of a Dam for the Interior 
Department Building (fig. 112). This is a large and 
imposing painting at the south end of the main corridor, 
comprising two panels each nearly 9 x 8 feet flanking 
one of the same height but almost twice as wide. The 
correspondence between Rowan and Gropper was 
extremely cordial, and in February 1939 the former 
reported that E. K. Burlew, the First Assistant Secretary 
to the Treasury, had expressed ‘great satisfaction and 
delight in your work’. In 1944 the Secretary of the Inte- 
rior himself remarked on his satisfaction with the mural 
in a letter of birthday tribute to the artist, and Gropper 
had, in fact, responded to Ickes’s ‘instructions’ that he 
‘particularize the building activities’ represented in his 
initial sketches. In summer 1938 he made a research 
trip to the West, and according to Section publicity the 
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depicted structure was ‘inspired by’ the Grand Coulee 
Dam on the Columbia River and the Davis Dam on the 
Colorado River. (The side panels probably owe some- 
thing to photographs of workers at the Bonneville Dam 
published in the New York Times Magazine in May 
1937.) Section publicity described the artist’s intention 
‘in essence’ as ‘to portray the drama of labor, the dignity 
of labor, and the strength of labor.’*? 

Many of the murals in the Department of Interior 
depict labour (including those of the leftists Edgar 
Britton, Cikovsky and Fiene), but with its low view- 
point and straining purposive figures, Construction of a 
Dam offers by far the most heroic image. The figures in 
Britton’s frescoes, Work of the Petroleum Division of the 
Bureau of Mines (fig. 113), are productive and self 
possessed worker types, but they do not project the 
same urgency. My point, however, is not that Com- 
munist and fellow-travelling artists had some special 
affinity with energetic labour — Gropper’s figures are no 
more energised than those in Marsh’s Assorting the Mail 
for the Post Office Department Building in Washington 
or Charles Thwaites’s Cheese Making for the post office 
at Plymouth, Wisconsin.“ Rather I want to stress some 
of the contextual factors that current iconographical 
readings miss. Firstly, it should be noted that unlike 
sorting mail or making cheese, building dams was part 
of a highly controversial intervention in the economy by 
the federal government. Just as much as the Tennessee 
Valley Authority, the operation of the Grand Coulee and 
the Bonneville dams by the Bureau of Reclamation and 
the Bonneville Power Administration (both agencies 
of the Department of Interior) stood for public control 





of power and state planning against private utilities and 
the vagaries of the market. At the time, the Columbia 


River was the largest single source of power in the 
United States, and the Grand Coulee the largest human- 
made structure in the world.*’ Thus Gropper’s heroic 
design, however inadequate to the task, was both a 
tribute to the sheer gigantism of the project and to the 
way in which government enterprise provided employ- 
ment, mobilised collective endeavour and worked in the 
public interest. 

The Secretary was certainly not averse to murals that 
made this point, since when he rejected Britton’s first 
sketches for the Bureau of Mines panels, one of his sug- 
gestions, as communicated by the Section was: ‘If pos- 
sible one of your designs might show a ruthless 
individualist sacrificing the people to his greed and in 
contrast to that the second panel might depict the Gov- 
ernment helping or protecting these people and their 
rights’. In response Britton conceived two striking Oroz- 
coesque designs, the first depicting the rise of monopoly 
in the oil industry in the period after the Civil War and 
the second (fig. r14) showing how international conflict 
over oil could lead to war: ‘The conclusion in this panel 
deals with the problem of suggesting to the people of the 
United States that their social duty is to project their 
efforts and democratic ideology toward the protection 
of their interests in relation to the natural resources of 
their country.’ 

Doubtless these designs went too far, and they were 
rejected in favour of a blander imagery of productive 
labour but, none the less, Ickes was concerned to 
develop an iconographic programme throughout his 


new building that projected his interventionist view of 
the federal state. Construction of a Dam precisely exem- 
plifies this. At the same time, his commitment to public 
power overlapped with the Communists’ vision of the 
socialisation of production — for them it was a way 
station en route to that goal. (Indeed, for Communists, 
Gropper’s generic dam may well have stood as some- 
thing like an American Dnieperstroi.) Moreover, after 
the president himself, Ickes was probably the Party’s 
favourite New Dealer because of his outspoken anti- 
racism and anti-fascism, and his public criticisms of the 
Dies Committee.” 

It was entirely consistent that a progressive such as 
Ickes should find the modern social art of Gropper sym- 
pathetic and, in the context of the Democratic Front, 
equally consistent that a Communist artist such as 
Gropper should welcome the opportunity to decorate 
the building of one of the most interventionist branches 
of the New Deal administration dedicated to ‘promoting 
the domestic welfare’, and that the commission should 
be hailed in the Daily Worker. In the huge pink granite 
building in Washington Gropper’s mural belongs to 
federal authority, but this was not its only location. The 
full-scale sketch was exhibited at the aca Gallery, and 
the initial sketches were reproduced in 1937 in the 
Magazine of Art alongside a range of his more critically 
charged works.” My point is that while the most cele- 
brated Communist artist had contributed to a manifes- 
tation of federal authority, federal authority had also 
conferred a certain status on his work. Gropper’s public 
identity cannot be simply filtered out of contemporary 
readings of Construction of a Dam. 
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15 Philip Evergood, Cotton from Field to Mill, 1938-9, oil on canvas, approx. 4 x 12 ft, UsPo, Jackson, Georgia. 





116 Detail of fig. 115. 


Melosh has argued that ‘racial policy’ functioned as a 
fault line dividing Communists from New Deal liberals, 
and that the limits of Ickes’s anti-racism are demon- 
strated by his concern that the workers represented 
in the Interior Department Building should look ‘truly 
American’. Yet Ickes was a longstanding supporter of 
the NAAcP and had integrated the first government 
department in Washington. Further, Gropper did depict 
black and white workers labouring together, and Fiene’s 
four panels on the Western Lands did represent ‘descen- 
dants of many races or nationalities’.”” 

The region in which the theme of racialised labour 
became unavoidable was, of course, the South. In her 
study of Southern New Deal murals, Sue Bridwell 
Beckham suggests that while the Section and its artists 
were not always responsive to the demands of local 
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white communities, the vast majority of murals articu- 
lated a model of gender and racial hierarchies acceptable 
to them through the symbolic typing of certain activities, 
and the omission of others. Thus, ‘White men in the 
South always work, though often with their brains 
rather than their brawn; black men sometimes work, are 
sometimes incompetent; black women always work - 
and do so with dignity; white women never work and 
seldom do anything else.’ Overwhelmingly, Southern 
whites wanted the region to be represented as progres- 
sive and prosperous.°! 

It was those murals that did not accord with these 
presumptions in some way that occasionally aroused 
dissent, and predictably these were the work of left- 
wingers. The key instance here is Evergood’s mural for 
the post office at Jackson, Georgia: Cotton from Field 
to Mill (figs r15 and 116). Although relations between 
artist and Section were friendly, throughout the sketch 
and cartoon stages Rowan worried that Evergood’s style 
would not be understood by ‘the people of Jackson’, and 
urged him to normalise his perspective and figure 
drawing and perhaps even to ‘develop a landscape deco- 
ration’ instead. Responding to the Section’s criticisms, 
Evergood changed the design almost beyond recogni- 
tion, and even added a colonial mansion in the back- 
ground at Rowan’s request. However, his real problems 
were with a post master who pronounced that a mural 
‘anything like’ the cartoon would ‘not be satisfactory’ 
as it was ‘not true to scenes in this section.” When 
the mural was installed the same official reported 
that ‘Comments have been unfavorable and critical.’ 


Nothing was said about the iconography but, as 
Beckham has emphasised, the imagery of black and 
white men and women all labouring in the same way 
contradicted the symbolic order of Southern murals at 
their most sensitive point. Moreover, as a postal worker 
pointed out when I visited the mural, the range of colour 
phenotypes in the image indicates that sexual relations 
occur between black and white. There is, too, a symbol 
of the class oppressor of both races in the besuited 
white figure by the cotton scales. Evergood may have 
compromised on formal matters in some degree, but it 
was a political achievement to insert a mural of cooper- 
ative inter-racial labour into a federal building in the 
heart of a state where lynching was rife and whose 
governer, Eugene Talmadge, was an infamous white 
supremacist and one of the New Deal’s fiercest oppo- 
nents at state level." 

There is far more to be said on the representation of 
racial labour in New Deal murals by left-wing artists 
than can be included here. For the moment, the example 
of Cotton from Field to Mill must serve to illustrate that 
intimations of the left’s critique of racism are to be found 
in Southern murals, although they were rarely as blatant 
as Evergood’s.”’ 


History 


As Marlene Park and Gerald Markowitz have observed, 
the majority of Section murals that dealt with historical 
themes ‘present a view of the past as peaceful, produc- 
tive, and progressive’ — a view that was intended to reas- 
sure the audience that the Depression was just a 
temporary detour from America’s normal destiny that 
the New Deal would remedy. Of the few murals that 
offer a model of history based on conflict, the most 
important are those at the post offices in Decatur, Saint 
Louis and the San Francisco Rincon Annex.™ All three 
were prestigious commissions, all were painted by left- 
ists. Here I shall consider only the first two since the 
third was not executed until 1946-9, although it was 
commissioned in 1941. The iconography of the Rincon 
murals and the political struggles over them have to be 
understood in relation to the position of the Communist 
Party in the Cold War period, and for this reason they 
are discussed later. 

Both the Decatur and Saint Louis commissions were 
the work of three Chicago-based artists who were 
recognised as being among the most distinguished of 
contemporary muralists by both the Section and 
wpa FAP, namely Edgar Britton (1901-82), Edward 
Millman (1907-64) and Mitchell Siporin (1910-76). Of 
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the three, Britton is the least clear-cut in terms of politi- 
cal convictions. He was a member of the Chicago 
Artists’ Union and a lithograph by him on a Spanish 
Republican theme was illustrated in New Masses in 
1938,°° but he was not a signatory of the Call for the 
American Artists’ Congress and, while it is almost 
inconceivable he was not a member, there are no indica- 
tions that he played an active role. By contrast, Millman 
and Siporin signed the first Call to the Congress in 1935. 
Millman was on the executive board of the Chicago 
Artists’ Union and Siporin had been an active member of 
the Chicago John Reed Club and was a contributor to 
New Masses as early as 1931.°° 

Indeed, Siporin, whose father was a union organiser, 
had produced one of the most complex and accom- 


117 Mitchell Siporin, Haymarket Series: The Stool Pigeons, 
Mr and Mrs William Seliger, 1993-4, ink on cardboard, 21'/s x 
14'/,in., Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York, Gift of an anonymous donor, 51.21. 
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plished instances of proletarian art in his remarkable 
series of drawings on the theme of the Haymarket 
Martyrs of 1934-5 (fig. 117), through which he 
intended to capture ‘the condensed essence of the class 
struggle in America.’ He originally conceived a sequence 
of seventy drawings divided into two parts, the first 
dealing with the events around the Haymarket bombing, 
and the second continuing the story of class struggle up 
to the present. They were intended to form the basis of 
a book of lithographs, although only twenty-five were 
produced and the book was never realised. The project 
had come out of a concern with ‘the depiction of Amer- 
ican History in mural painting’, and was an attempt to 
go beyond the problems posed by the single moment 
composition. But the drawings were also informed by 
a critical understanding of modern art. Describing the 
relationship between ‘young revolutionary artists’ like 
himself and modernism in 1935, Siporin observed: ‘We 
are part of this movement, and still at war with it.’ At 
the same time he characterised his ‘principal problem’ 
as that of ‘injecting into my work a dynamism which 
would begin to approach the dynamism of the actuality 
with which I deal.’ This presumably led to the Expres- 
sionist element in his style, which, as I have shown, 
displeased some Communist critics. It also meant that 
when it came to the mural, the key model was that of the 
Mexicans.°’ The Mexicans were equally important for 
Britton and Millman, and the latter had visited Mexico 
in 1934~-5 and studied Rivera at work.” 

By the time the competition for the Decatur Post 
Office murals was announced in 1936, both Britton and 
Millman had gained experience of decorative painting 
under the pwap and Far, and Siporin had been conceiv- 
ing mural designs for some years.® Rather than adopt- 
ing the theme of the post, the trio took advantage of the 
localism in Section thinking to develop motifs from the 
history of Illinois. This came at a time when the folk- 
lorist B. A. Botkin was arguing in the People’s Front 
magazine Midwest that Marxists could not afford to 
ignore ‘regional “acceptances and resistances” in rela- 
tion to the class struggle’, and must take into account 
‘the sense of a native tradition growing by folk accre- 
tions out of local cultures.’ Precisely the same point 
of view was taken by Siporin (who was an editor of 
Midwest) in his essay ‘Mural Art and the Midwestern 
Myth’, written for a wpa anthology in 1936. Here he 
suggested that Midwestern muralists were seeking to 
achieve ‘a new synthesis of form and content growing 
out of the artist’s own milieu and the new social func- 
tions in our society.’ Botkin’s conception of canalising 
local traditions of radicalism is nicely matched in his 
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claim that ‘Ours is the story of Labor and Progressivism, 
of Jane Addams and Mary McDowell, of Eugene Debs 
and Robert La Follette, Sr, of Vachel Lindsay and 
Theodore Dreiser, of Haymarket and Hull House.’ This 
cultural pantheon is a People’s Front in itself, where pro- 
gressive social workers and La Follette rub shoulders 
with the Socialist Debs and the fellow-traveller Dreiser! 
Contrasting his conception with the Regionalism of 
Benton and Craven, Siporin claimed: “There is no 
synthetic regionalism here, no collecting of obvious 
gadgetry, no jingoistic nationalism; but instead a human 
democratic art, deeply thoughtful and eloquent, an art 
of the lives and for the people.’ In fact, the fullest real- 
isation of Siporin’s vision came under the Section, not 
under the Federal Art Project. 

The Federal Guide to Illinois describes Decatur as a 
typical prairie town’! but, despite appearences, this was 
not the case. Situated at a major railroad junction, it 
was a small industrial city with a population of around 
57,000 in 1938. It was the base for a thriving food pro- 
cessing industry, it had railroad workshops, a coalmine 
and factories making auto parts, tobacco products and 
garments. The diverse labour force that worked in these 
industries and in a host of skilled trades had some 
history of militancy, but in the 1930s Decatur remained 
a firmly AFL town. The major employers were still 
local companies and their proprietors were implacably 
opposed to industrial unionism. Incursions by the cro 
were resisted (apparently with some ‘open encourage- 
ment’ from employers), and in 1937 the Decatur Trades 
and Labor Assembly suspended the three locals whose 
parent organisations had affiliated with the aFt’s rival.” 

However, one should not jump to conclusions about 
working-class consciousness from this. Macon County 
(where Decatur is situated) adjoins Christian County, 
the scene of a bloody and protracted struggle between 
the United Mine Workers (umw) and the breakaway 
Progressive Miners of America (PMA) for much of the 
1930s. The city policed its unions with a heavy 
hand. In 1932, when Progressive Miners picketed uw 
workers who had refused to strike, a crowd of 150- 
200 gathered outside the Macon County Coal Company 
were dispersed with shotguns, tear gas and axe 
handles. Three years later, workers in Decatur’s four 
garment factories struck in an attempt to achieve recog- 
nition for the 1.Gwu and better work conditions. The 
police sided more or less openly with the employers, and 
on several occasions officers and special deputies beat 
women picketers with clubs and fired tear gas at them 
at point blank range, before making multiple arrests. 
The strike lasted for thirteen months and was finally 


called off without resolution. In the garment workers’ 
strike, too, there were numerous incidents of intra-class 
violence.” 

Decatur did well from the New Deal, and there were 
extensive public works projects in Macon County. In 
1938, when federal relief and work relief spending in 
Illinois was around its peak, plans were approved for 
a $2 million sewer project in the town that was to be 
partly funded by the wea, and for a new Macon County 
Building funded by the Public Works Administration. ° 
Yet despite the fact that Roosevelt and the Democratic 
gubernatorial candidate had received landslide votes in 
the 1936 election, in the mid-term elections of 1938 
the Gop won all except one of the Macon County 
offices, and voters gave majorities to all but two Repub- 
lican candidates on the state ticket. Although the New 
Dealer Scott W. Lucas won a large majority in the Senate 
race in Illinois, he did not carry Macon County. ‘Macon 
County repudiated the New Deal’ announced the liberal 
Decatur Herald, which had recommended its readers to 
vote for the Democratic ticket for all except a few local 
offices.” 

Without a detailed analysis of Decatur’s social demog- 
raphy and of precinct voting patterns, it is impossible 
to know the role of Decatur’s working class in this 
shift. But given the AFL’s voluntarist tradition, there is 
no immediate contradiction between union membership 
and Republicanism, and a number of union members 
were active in the city’s Gop. From the beginning, the 
AFL unions had problems with the New Deal public 
works and work relief schemes because programmes 
such as the Civil Works Administration and wra usually 
undercut union wage rates. Moreover, in 1938 the AFL 
was complaining vociferously that the National Labor 
Relations Board was prejudiced against the AFL in union 
recognition battles. So in a strongly AFL town like 
Decatur there were quite a lot of reasons for unionised 
workers to vote against the New Deal — however lacking 
in larger class solidarity such action might appear. 

Still, historians can be reasonably confident that one 
sector of the working class voted for the Democratic 
ticket in 1938, namely the wpa workforce of around 
3,000. A significant number of Decatur’s wpa workers 
were organised by the Workers Alliance, and on several 
occasions in 1938 they took action to protest against 
layoffs and to seek improvements in pay. This is one 
indicator of a Communist presence in the city.” 

If Decatur’s working class was divided by union affili- 
ation and political allegiances, it was also divided by 
religion, race and ethnicity. There were, at the least, 
communities of African Americans, German Americans, 
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Greek Americans, Irish Americans and _ Italian 
Americans in the city. Some Polish names appear among 
lists of strikers arrested in 1935, and there was a small 
Jewish community. In the first thirty years of the century 
many African Americans had been drawn to Illinois, and 
the state’s black population had increased from 1.8 per 
cent (85,078) of the whole to 4.3 per cent (328,972). 
However, Decatur’s black population was small, being 
only about 3,400 at the end of the Second World War. 
Race relations in Illinois had been turbulent, and the Ku 
Klux Klan had been particularly successful downstate 
during its resurgence in the early 1920s. Part of its appeal 
was to fundamentalist elements among the Protestant 
working class, disoriented by the postwar crisis in the 
coal industry and culturally at odds with workers of 
southern and East European Catholic origins. In this 
period, Decatur had a mayor friendly to the Klan.” In 
what ways these various differences might help to 
explain, for instance, who joined the pMA and who the 
umw, who joined the 1935-6 ILGwWu strike and who 
scabbed, who voted Democrat and who Republican, at 
the moment there seems no way of knowing. But 
somehow, it should be assumed, this divided and 
complex population was the public to which artists of 
the Democratic Front (themselves members of a cIo 
union) wished to direct their work above all others. 

The artists arrived in Decatur in mid-August 1938 
and the murals were completed on 27 October. All 
the work was executed in the public eye and, from 
the outset, the progress of the panels was extensively 
covered in the Decatur press, which published several 
photographs of the different stages and reported inter- 
views with the artists.*’ If only through the press, the 
themes depicted in the murals and the nature of fresco 





118 Mitchell Siporin, Pioneer Family, from The Fusion of 
Agriculture and Industry in Illinois, 1938, fresco, 7 ft x 7 ft 6in., 
uspo, Decatur, Illinois. 
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123 Edward Millman, Growth of Democracy in Illinois (south | 


technique would have been well known. On the day 
before the murals were completed, the artists estimated 
that they had answered questions from ‘at least 5, 
persons’ during the course of their stay, and according to 
the press ‘Hundreds of Decatur persons have paused 
each day to watch the artists at work.*! The artists 
themselves made much of the public nature of the fresco 
medium, and willingly stopped to explain things. But 
who were the people that made up their audience? Cer 
tainly it included members of Decatur High School art 
classes and pupils from grade schools, and on one occa- 
sion the artists talked on their work to members of Beta 
Sigma Phi, a businesswomen’s sorority. Most tantalising 
of all, however, is the Decatur Review’s comment that 
the murals were popular with the ‘rank and file of... 
postoffice visitors’.** One cannot conclude from this 
term that the murals had an especial appeal to working- 
class Decatur, but at least it suggests that their appeal 
was not limited to the middle class. 

The Decatur Post Office was a large commission, 
comprising decorations to a main lobby nearly 124 feet 
long by more than 17 feet wide, and two attached north 
and south lobbies, each approximately 21 by 16 feet. All 
were painted in buon fresco. For the centre lobby - 
in fact the best spaces — Siporin executed three panels on 
the theme of ‘The Fusion of Agriculture and Industry in 
Illinois’ (figs 118-20), intended to show the ‘essential 
character of the Prairie Midwest’ through the represen- 
tation of its specific economy and forms of labour. As 
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| of south wall), 1938, fresco, 4 x 20 ft, USPo, Decatur, Illinois. 


the artist put it in his own explanatory notes, “The 
growth and expansion of Illinois farms have given rise to 
the growth and expansion of factories of Farm Machin- 
ery, of steel and flour mills, and of stock yards.’ To 
emphasise historical continuities, Siporin wanted ‘the 
railsplitter emerging from the pioneer family’ in the first 
panel (a self-consciously Lincolnesque figure) to appear 
to be facing the workers with the contemporary corn- 
blower in the second: “The workers in Illinois Industry 
counterbalance their pioneer ancestors in the first panel.’ 
In the third panel, the ‘products of the toil of the farmer 
are exchanged for the machinery of the city workers.’ 
The Communist Party might have temporarily aban- 
doned its third-party ambitions, but the grounds for 
the alliance of the farmer and labour are still there. 
Significantly, farmers and workers exchange products 
here with no economic intermediary, in an ideal and 
essentially mutualist relationship. 

In the north lobby, where the theme was ‘Discovery, 
Use, and Conservation of Natural Resources’, Britton 
had two panels 4 feet high by 20 feet long, on which 
he depicted respectively: early settlers and farming; and 
the building of the raiload, mining, steel works and 
skyscraper construction (figs 121 and 122) —all activities 
that could be seen to have a resonance with the occupa- 
tions of Decatur’s workforce. Here too workers labour 
cooperatively together with no sign of supervision. On 
four smaller curved panels on the east and west walls 
Britton painted portrait heads of Midwestern worthies: 





124 Edward Millman, Growth of Democracy in Illinois (south lobby, detail of south wall), 1938, fresco, 4 x 20 ft, UsPo, Decatur, Illinois, 


John Deere, Frances Parker, Carl Sandburg and Frank 
Sandburg and Wright 





Lloyd Wright. Those of Parke 
were accompanied by appropriate quotes, of which that 
from Parker is the most politically resonant: “Democracy 
founded upon the principle that each member of society 
contributes to the good of all.’** 

In the south lobby, Millman represented the ‘Growth 
of Democracy in Illinois’ on panels of the same dimen- 
sions, depicting the history of the state from Indian 
times, through migration and settlement on the north 
wall, and from the Civil War through urban social work 
and contemporary democracy on the south. It was, in 
the artist’s own words: ‘an interpretation of those events 
most important in moulding our democratic destiny’. 
No one following the sequence could doubt that 
Illinois’s history was one of ‘dramatic struggle’ (in the 
words of the Decatur Herald),** or that the heroes in this 
narrative were progressives such as the abolitionist 
martyr Elijah Lovejoy and Governor John P. Altgeld, 
whose pardons of the surviving Haymarket Martyrs in 
1896 cost him his political career. The conflict over 
slavery in Illinois is central to the iconography of the 
south wall (figs 123 and 124), in which Lincoln is repre- 
sented with his friend Governor Richard J. Oglesby, 
wearing the uniform of the Grand Army of the Republic. 
Although both had personal connections with Decatur, 
Lincoln was also a key figure in Communist political dis- 
course under the Popular Front. Correspondingly, he is 
not represented simply as a son of Illinois but as the 


instrument of African American Emancipation and thus 
as a revolutionary.’ Similarly, Jane Addams, pictured 
next to Altgeld, represents not just another Chicago 
worthy but the entrance of immigrants into the work- 
force and into democracy, The sequence concludes with a 
panel representing a workman at the ballot box. Consid- 
ering the nativist currents in Illinois in the 1920s, these 
figures can hardly stand as simple consensual symbols. 
The three sequences are mutually supportive, but they 
do not really cohere into a single programme. However, 
it will be evident that labour’s role in the building of the 
state is insisted on throughout. The only businessman 
represented is the agricultural machinery manufacturer 
Deere, and there is a marked presence of Democratic 
Front idols such as Lincoln, Sandburg** and Wright. All 
figures are equally endowed with a kind of symbolic 
gravitas, as if aware of their role in historical destiny. 
However pallid by comparison, the style was every- 
where suggestive of the Mexican Mural Renaissance, 
more specifically of Orozco in the case of Millman’s 
contributions, and of Rivera in those of Britton and 
Siporin.” The rather flattened bulky forms with clear 
outlines, and the uninflected facial expressions, spoke 
the language of revolutionary muralism, as this had been 
developed by ‘Los Tres Grandes’ in both Mexico and the 
United States. This stylistic quality unsettled Edward 
Rowan, who complained to all three artists of a perva- 
sive ‘serious mood’, ‘an unbroken lugubrious quality’ 
and ‘an unbroken somber mood’ in their work. All were 
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125 (right) Edward Millman, Pre-Civil War 
Missouri (detail of south wall) 8 ft 1oin. x 29 ft, 
1940-42, fresco, usPo, Saint Louis, Missouri. 


127 (facing page) Mitchell Siporin, Labor and 
The Land (east lobby), 1940-42, fresco, each 12 ft 
8in. x 4 ft 4in., UsPO, Saint Louis, Missouri. 


126 (right) Mitchell Siporin, The Creil War 
(detail of north wall), 1940-42, fresco, 8 ft roin. x 
29 ft, UsPo, Saint Louis, Missouri. 


urged to avoid ‘unnecessary distortions’. However, their 
designs were warmly supported by Daniel Catton Rich 
of the Chicago Art Institute, who chaired the local com- 
mittee, and although the artists responded to Rowan’s 
criticisms, they do not seem to have altered their overall 
conceptions much.** 

It has become commonplace to argue that because 
such murals do not represent class conflict, their 
message was essentially affirmative of the status quo. 
This, I think, underestimates the extent to which 
working-class gains in the 1930s — especially the Wagner 
Act of 1935 — were a result of pressure from organised 
labour on the New Deal administration. Labour was 
hardly an uncontroversial topic in the early years of the 
cio, and the majority of corporate America — as well as 
Decatur’s major employers — was opposed to industrial 
unionism. In my view, the image of dignified labour at 
Decatur, like that in Rivera’s Detroit Industry, offers an 
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image of potential workers’ power. Moreover, in their 
representation of workers as cooperative and unified, 
the Decatur murals projected an ideal that was very 
different from the realities outside the building, where, 
despite the militancy of some of the city’s workers, the 
unity of labour remained only an aspiration. 

In their scheme for the St. Louis Post Office, Millman 
and Siporin deployed a similar approach to the regional 
history of Missouri. Covering a wall space of 2,913 
feet, these frescoes were the largest mural commission 
awarded by the Section, and brought the pair $29,000 
between them. The commission was extensively 
reported in the press, both nationally and locally, and 
the artists’ opinions were recorded in numerous inter- 
views.’ As at Decatur, much was made of the artists’ 
willingness to talk with kibitzers.”” 

For once the artists had a fine mural space in a lobby 
more than 211 feet long and 17 feet high. The competi- 





tion announcement had suggested that the ‘transpor- 
tation of the mails from its earliest beginning to the 
present day’ should be ‘a subject of great interest involv- 
ing much of the history of Saint Louis.’ Millman and 
Siporin took up this theme, but reversed its order of 
significance. In the main lobby, nine panels, all 29 feet 
wide by nearly 9 feet high, depicted ‘major events which 
shaped the history of Saint Louis’, for which the artists 
conducted extensive researches at the Missouri Histor- 
ical Society. References to the history of the mail appear 
only here and there. On the south wall, Millman painted 
five panels representing purchase of the territory and 
the arrival of settlers; the struggle for statehood; river 
traffic; fur traders; and episodes in pre-Civil War history 
such as the Dred Scott decision (fig. 125). Opposite, on 
the north wall, Siporin’s four panels symbolised dis- 
covery and colonisation, the Lewis and Clark expedition 
and Daniel Boone; the destruction of the Civil War and 


the achievements of Reconstruction and after (fig. 126). 
Because Millman took more panels in the main lobby, 
Siporin executed the four small panels in the east 
and west lobbies, which symbolise ‘Unity’, ‘Democracy’, 
‘Labor’ and ‘The Land’ (fig. 127), and are linked with 
quotations from Walt Whitman, probably the key his- 
torical figure in American poetry for Communists.”! 

It will be evident that chronologically speaking 
Millman and Siporin’s contributions in the main lobby 
are interspersed, and the narrative moves back and forth 
between north and south walls. There is greater unity of 
conception here than at Decatur, and Millman adopted 
the same kind of plastic motifs as Siporin, which are 
more effective than the mixture of portrait heads and 
smaller figure groupings he used in the earlier com- 
mission. The dark blue band of the river binds the panels 
together into a sombre and sometimes ominous 
sequence under a red sky. Facial expressions are sober 
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Thomas Hart Benton, The Social History of the State of Missouri 





» 1935-6, oil on canvas, Missouri State Capitol, Jefferson City, Missouri. 


©T. H. Benton and R. P. Benton Testamentary Trust/Licensed by vaGa, New York, N.Y. 


throughout, and the interlocked figure motifs suggest 
both collectivity and struggle. No one could doubt from 
this scheme that the state of Missouri had a bloody and 
destructive history of racial politics. Yet although the 
post master, W. 





Rufus Jackson, initially objected to some 
such as the depiction of John Brown, 
he was won over,” and the Section seems to have been 


historical detai 





extremely pleased by the result. It is significant, however, 
that Rowan should write to the artists in the course of its 
execution to suggest that ‘the over-serious expression of 
the figures be checked in the further work so that the 
“social conscious” quality is less insistent.”* To judge 
from the result, they responded only so far as was tacti- 
cally necessary. 

It seems unlikely that Millman and Siporin would not 
have felt the challenge of Benton’s murals The Social 
History of the State of Missouri (fig. 128), given the 
overlap in theme and the left’s continuing criticism of 
both the style and historical vision of Benton’s work.” 
Seen in this light, the shallow spatial composition, simple 
groupings and sombre colouring in the Saint Louis Post 
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Office frescoes stand in marked contrast to the spatial 
convolutions, narrative detail and garish colouring of 
Benton’s oil panels in the State Capitol Building in Jeffer- 
son City. “The people’ in Millman and Siporin’s scheme 
carry the burden of historical destiny; in Benton’s they are 
actors in diffuse and frequently picayune narratives that 
blend fact and fiction. For all their seriousness, the former 
bespeak a certain optimism about the political capacities 
of their subjects, the latter are pervaded by the same 
easy cynicism we find in Benton’s autobiography.’ By 
contrast, the pair openly avowed that their ‘hero’ was 
Orozco, ‘the greatest mural painter of our time’, and they 
visited Mexico together in 1939 to study his work in 
preparation for the Saint Louis commission.” 

The completed murals were reviewed sympathetically 
in the liberal St Louis Post-Dispatch, which referred to 
their ‘richness and meaning for the people of Saint 
Louis’, and described them as being ‘painted with a full 
feeling of destiny’.°’ However, Rowan’s intuition that 
the combination of style and motifs would not please 
some elements in local society is confirmed by a number 


of letters to the paper complaining about public art in 
the city, many of which focussed more on a singularly 
banal American Legion monument recently erected. One 
correspondent described the post office figures as ‘ago- 
nized, unhappy and grotesque’, but even more signifi- 
cant was the accusation that the murals had a ‘foreign 
atmosphere’ and were not ‘AMERICAN’. There may even 
have been anti-Semitic undertones in the observation: ‘I 
am sure that most of the founders of the City of St Louis 
did not come out of the Old Testament.’”* This response 
seems to confirm the Section’s view that the sectors of 
local communities with which they had to deal wished 
for an essentially benign vision of America. However, it 
also indicates that in the interests of quality Rowan and 
his colleagues were sometimes prepared to accommo- 
date work by artists of the left that they knew was likely 
to be controversial at the same time as they sought to 
temper their style. 

The problem with generalising interpretations of New 
Deal iconography is that they do not sufficiently take 
into account the specifics of particular works, either in 
relation to style and motif or in relation to location. 
(The attention given to the South in existing studies is a 
partial exception with regard to the latter.) Further, for 
all its insights, Melosh’s study seems to expect too much 
from left-wing art in relation to its potential audience. It 
is a commonplace that despite massive unemployment 
and vast social dislocations, the situation in Depression 
America was not a revolutionary one. Specific studies of 
the culture of clo workers suggest that for all their mili- 
tancy, the outlook of even the most class-conscious 
sectors of the working class scarcely achieved the level 
of the social democratic.”” In these circumstances, the 
representation of American workers as the backbone of 
democracy and the ‘Resources of America’ in federal 
buildings was not an insignificant achievement for the 
left. For all the limitations of Democratic Front analysis, 
it was acute enough in registering that before American 
workers could develop any more radical consciousness, 
they had to be brought to a common sense of their own 
dignity and potential as citizens. As such, some New 
Deal murals were arguably more politically valuable 
than the John Reed Club’s collective exhibits at the 
Society of Independent Artists, or its small shows in 
a loft on Sixth Avenue. One testimony to this comes 
from Richard Nixon in 1949, who wrote ina letter to a 
California postal worker that ‘some very objectionable 
art, of a subversive nature, has been allowed to go into 
Federal buildings in many parts of the country,’ art 
that he hoped would be removed under a Republican 
administration.'”° 
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The wra Federal Art Project 


Relations between Popular Front collective organisa- 
tions and the Federal Art Project were inevitably far 
closer than those they achieved with the Section, but 
also more intense, more turbulent. Cahill was regarded 
as sufficiently sympathetic to address the Second Artists? 
Congress in December 1937, and in 1939 the Congress 
put on a dinner in his honour at the Brevoort Hotel.'”' 
Reciprocally, the anthology Art for the Millions, which 
Cahill initiated as a report on the project in 1936, would 
have included a section on ‘Artists’ Organizations’ with 
statements by representatives of the Artists’ Union and 
Artists’ Congress. The editor of this volume, Emanuel 
Benson, was a critic and prominent Aac activist.'”* In the 
1957 interviews that make up his ‘Reminiscences’, 
Cahill emphasised the role of the Communist Party in 
orchestrating pickets and sit-down strikes, but also the 
anger and desperation of those involved. He and the 
regional offices were the immediate object of protest 
because activists assumed if they put pressure on them, 
they in turn would put pressure on the administration.'°* 
Regional directors varied in their degree of sympathy 
with the Union. In Illinois, relations between the Union 
and the director Increase Robinson were so bad that 
Cahill was forced to replace her.'°' By contrast, Audrey 
McMahon, who headed the New York project, declared 
approvingly in a 1936 article that the government had 
become ‘in some measure, a permanent patron of the 
arts’, and she later recalled that despite ‘many bitter 
encounters’ with Union and Congress representatives, ‘I 
always felt that their basic purpose was similar to, if not 
identical with mine’. This seems to be confirmed by the 
fact that McMahon was herself a member of the Con- 
gress, from which she resigned in April 1940, claiming 
that she had not hitherto noticed political elements in 
the Preamble to its Constitution.'”° 

Assessing the political import of wpa art works is 
much harder than assessing that of the Section. Not only 
was the programme much larger but its products were 
also far more varied and physically diffused. Moreover, 
the records of the FAP are both less comprehensive and 
less easy to use. Iconographical analysis of wra public 
art is correspondingly less developed than that of the 
Section, although its general characteristics have been 
defined convincingly enough by Park and Markowitz.'°° 
That the cultural programmes were the subject of heated 
debates in the press I have already intimated. However, 
these debates tended to centre around the general prin- 
cipal of federal patronage as representing ‘the standards 
and methods of relief symbolized by wra’!”” rather than 
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around specific commissions or works. With wPa murals 
and public sculptures there are some measures of audi- 
ence reaction in the form of press criticisms and the 
responses of sponsors. With the easel paintings, prints 
and small sculptures distributed to public buildings and 
sts, 





offices, or eventually to museums, no such record e) 
and the only register of responses lies in reviews of the 
numerous wPA exhibitions that were shown both at 





museums and at the FAP’s own galleries and community 
art centres. Nominally, at least, wpa artists on the Easel 
and Graphic Art divisions in New York had no restric- 
tion as to subject beyond a ban on nudes and ‘propa- 
ganda for a specific political or other kind of group’, and 
the stipulation that ‘pictures must be capable of being 
allocated to public buildings.’!”* 

In assessing the politics of wpa art, I focus on New 
York and Illinois. This is partly for reasons of manage- 
ability, but also because of the central importance of the 
projects in these states and the scale of political activity 
around them. 


Murats 


Wea public art was conceived for different types of insti- 
tution from those in which the Section operated. Most 
commonly it decorated schools, hospitals, libraries, 
armouries, pa 





s, public housing, borough halls, court- 
and prisons, but it was also placed in airports and 
radio stations among other places. Although it was com- 
missioned by a federal agency, WPA art was thus not des- 
tined for federal buildings. Having said this, the 
institutions where it was displayed can be understood as 
branches of the state, and were characterised as ‘author- 





hous 





ized governmental agenc{ies]’. Wra projects generally 
required a ‘sponsoring governmental agency’, which was 
expected ‘to contribute equipment, materials and services 
to the maximum amount possible’, and after the 1937 
ERA act this was a statutory obligation. Until the 1939 act 
Federal One did not have to meet this requirement, since 
the offical sponsor of Federal One was the wra itself. Far 
administrators were thus not tied to outside agencies 
responsible for non-labour costs, although they needed 
such agencies to reach the communal audience they 
desired. Project procedures did allow for the role of 
what were called ‘Cooperating Sponsors’, who might 
contribute money or services to its work, but such contri- 
butions were kept distinct from the formal transaction of 
allocation. The route by which wpa art works were 
installed in ‘public agencies or institutions’ was through 
long-term loans from the federal government. Nominally, 
at least, wPA art remains federal property.'”” 
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In an article of 1936 passing judgement on the wra 
and Treasury projects, E. M. Benson claimed that ‘after 
certain artists of outstanding talent and reputation have 
passed through the editorial mill of the Procurement 
Division what remains is something that can hardly be 
recognized as their work.’ By contrast, the FAP was the 
first ‘real attempt... to think in terms of a long-range 
cultural program that would meet the complex require- 
ments of the world we live in.’ For ‘the most part’, the 
Treasury had not produced a ‘people’s art’. By implica- 
tion the wea FAP would do so. Yet even the partisan 
Benson acknowledged significant work had been pro- 
duced under the Section, work that ‘has had a salutary 
and progressive influence in its own sphere.”''? The Far 
has commonly been presented as a model of freedom, in 
contrast to the Section’s tight procedural controls, but 
supervision of murals and public sculptures was close, 
and in New York City they had to be approved by 
the Municipal Art Commission. Cooperating Sponsors 
could also demand changes, although they were not 
"' At a 1939 meeting of the New 
York mural project, Evergood, then managing super- 


always acceded to. 


visor of the Easel Division in the city, gave an address in 
which he ‘lauded the sympathetic understanding of the 
supervisors of the mural division and of the Subject and 
Approvals Committee toward the artists submitting 
work for mural assignment.’ He appreciated that an 
artist might feel ‘a resentment toward the committee due 
to constant recommendation for revision of his design’, 
and he himself had ‘formerly felt’ it was taking away his 
*“Freedom of Expression” ’. However, after realising ‘the 
tireless efforts’ of the supervisors in gaining approval for 
submissions from the committee, the Sponsor and the 
Art Commission, he considered any resentment unwar- 
ranted.''* Evergood’s statement is a reminder of the con- 
straints under which Fap public art was produced, but it 
also illustrates the way artists could move between being 
relief workers for the project and being supervisory 
personnel. By contrast, while artists were involved in 
Section procedures as competition jurors, they were 
deliberately excluded from the running of the pro- 
gramme. In fact, supervisors belonged to a different 
union from relief workers, although it too was a CIO 
affiliate.'"* It was the willingness of the rap to appoint 
artists working in a wide range of styles as supervisory 
personnel that partly accounts for the stylistic diversity 
of the programme. 

The leading question regarding public art under 
wea is whether it allowed more space for ‘Freedom 
of Expression’ than the Section and, if so, whether 
this meant greater leeway for political radicalism, 


manifested either iconographically or formally. To 
answer this it is useful to compare the murals by 
Britton, Millman and Siporin produced under both 
programmes. All three executed murals for high schools 
in Chicago and its neighbourhood, which, with one 
exception, matched well with established rap 
iconography. 

In the dining hall at Lane Technical High School, 
Britton painted six panels (all roughly 12 x 14 feet) and 


an overdoor with the title Epochs in the History of 


Man. Such grandiose themes were not uncommon in 
FAP school decorations, the best-known instance being 
James Michael Newell’s Evolution of Western Civiliza- 
tion for Evander Childs High School in the Bronx.''* 
The most important model for narratives of this type 
was Orozco’s The Epic of American Civilization at Dart- 
mouth College, although none of his American imitators 
matched its power. Neither Britton nor Newell ironised 
‘civilization’ in the way Orozco did, and their formal 
motifs and colouring have nothing of his expressionism. 
Correspondingly, conflict plays no role in  Britton’s 
history and little in Newell’s. Their history is also essen- 
tially Eurocentric. Britton’s programme moves from the 





cave to the New Deal, passing only through the Egyp 
tians, Greeks and Renaiss 
prepared to accompany the murals, Britton wrote of the 
last panel in the sequence (fig. 129): 





ance en route. In a text 


Our day shows the possibility of the individual stand- 
ing serene against the product of collective effort 
of mind and united action. The fruit of his work 
now ex 





ts for the benefaction of Man — his use, his 
security.... Man has brought to this new world a 
sense of individual freedom through collective effort. 


The balancing of individual against collective in this 
statement finds its counterpart in the image of the 
worker with wife and child set against a dam. The latter 
we may take as a synecdoche for ‘united action’, while 
worker and family (according to the artist, ‘the greatest 
of human relationships’), isolated in an otherwise 
unpeopled landscape, are the basic unit of democracy. 
In this narrative, individual freedom is a product of 
‘collective effort’. If the familial politics here may count 
as what Gary Gerstle calls ‘moral traditionalism’, the 
progressivist message is not an affirmation of consumer 
capitalism. Progress here implicitly means, at the least, 
public control of power, and probably much more.'” 
The image of the worker as the end-product of educa- 
tion was again a common theme. Britton had painted 
nine panels representing different types of labour for the 
library at Highland Park High School in 1934 under 
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129 Edgar Britton, Our Day, from Epochs in the History of 
Man, 1936, fresco, 12 ft x 14 ft 4in., Lane Technical High School, 
Chicago, Illinois. 


the pwar. Two years later he executed six frescoes on the 
theme of Classroom Studies and their Application in the 
entrance lobby of Bloom High School, a new Art Deco 
building in Chicago Heights. Whereas at Highland Park 
Britton’s figures were all male and engaged primarily in 
manual activity, at Bloom manual workers are balanced 
by professionals such as architects, doctors and engi- 
neers. Women too are represented, but only in support- 
ing roles. All these panels speak of the dignity of labour 
and cooperation, and the only hint of radicalism here is 
the red star on the glove of an engineering worker. The 
Bloom murals are essentially a catalogue of occupations, 
and the style has none of the dynamism of Britton’s 
Decatur frescoes or their dark Orozcoesque accents. 
Siporin’s four panels on the Arts for the lobby audi- 
torium at Lane Technical High School are more for- 
mally satisfying than these, but their iconography is no 
more challenging. At Lucy Flower Technical High 
School, however, Millman decorated a whole room cov- 
ering 54 feet of wall with frescoes that were so dis- 
agreeable to the cooperating sponsor that they were 
painted over and have only recently been restored. The 
school is named after a nineteenth-century Chicago 
reformer who had fought to establish child welfare pro- 
vision in Cook County and campaigned for vocational 
schools. Appropriately, Millman took as his theme 
Women’s Contribution to America’s Progress (fig. 130), 
illustrating this through images of ‘Samaritans in the 
Field’ (female Abolitionists), the ‘Suffrage Movement’, 
‘Child Labor and the Schools’ and ‘Women’s Fight for 
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130 Photograph of students in front of Edward Millman’s 
Women’s Contribution to America’s Progress, 1940, fresco, Lucy 
echnical High School, Chicago, Illinois, Edward Millman 
Papers, Syracuse University Library. 








Flowe 


Peace’. Among the figures represented were Harriet 
Tubman, Susan B. Anthony, Jane Addams, Clara Barton 
and — to bring the sequence up to date — Frances Perkins, 
Roosevelt’s Secretary of Labour. Not only was the 
emphasis on women as political activists, but a recurrent 
theme was their role in redressing the social ills of racial 
injustice, poverty and male prejudice. And the style, 
while restrained by comparison with Orozco, was none 
the less clearly Mexican in inspiration. Colouring is 
sombre and facial expressions are uniformly serious. A 
year after they were finished, the school board had the 
murals covered up as ‘drab and dreary’. This was also 
the fate of the 42-feet-long panel The Blessings of Water 
that Millman painted in the Bureau of Water in Chicago 
City Hall in 1937.''° 

The defacement of Millman’s murals was the result of 
an orchestrated campaign against wpa art by the anti- 
New Deal Chicago Tribune in 1940, a campaign that 
particularly targeted him, Britton and Siporin. While the 
accusation that their work was ‘un-American in theme 
and design’ and displayed ‘communistic influence’ is the 
usual stuff of reactionary rhetoric, it does confirm that 
the tenebrous effects and Mexican style that so worried 
Rowan at Decatur had a leftish political resonance.!"” It 
was for this reason they were also adopted by the African 
American artist Charles White (1918-79), who worked 
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with Millman and Siporin in the FAP mural division, and 
studied in a fresco painting class they conducted.'"* 

White grew up in the poverty-stricken section of 
Chicago’s South Side in a cultural milieu that has been 
vividly evoked by Bill Mullen.'’’ Apart from art classes 
at the South Side Settlement House, his formal training 
comprised a scholarship at the Chicago Art Institute 
in 1937 and a spell with Harry Sternberg at the Art 
Students League in 1942. Otherwise his artistic educa- 
tion came mainly through a self-help group formed by 
black Chicago artists, the Art Crafts Guild, and through 
informal contacts with artists of the Chicago left such 
as Aaron Bohrod, Todros Geller, Si Gordon and 
Morris Topchevsky. According to one account, he was 
a member of the John Reed Club,'*° and he was later 
active in the Artists’ Union and American Artists’ Con- 
gress. Equally important was his immersion in the circle 
that met at the studio of the African American choreog- 
rapher Katherine Dunham and included the writers 
Nelson Algren, Willard Motley, Margaret Walker and 
Richard Wright, of whom the last-named impressed him 
most deeply. White also became a member of the Negro 
People’s Theatre,'*! designing sets and acting in plays, 
and being coached by the radical playwright Theodore 
Ward, whose anti-capitalist play Big White Fog caused 
controversy when produced by the Chicago Federal 
Theatre Project. Given this formation, it is not surprising 
that White read ‘Marx, Engels, and Lenin’, and became a 
committed fellow-traveller, if not a Party member. 

As a schoolboy White was outraged by the omission 
of African Americans from history teaching and main- 
stream historical writing, something he became aware 
of through his reading in the public libraries and, parti- 
cularly, his early discovery of Alain Locke’s seminal 
anthology The New Negro. As for so many radical 
African American artists and intellectuals of his genera- 
tion, he saw one of the fundamental political tasks as to 
insert the story of African American oppression and 
struggles into the American historical narrative. Black 
Americans needed to be shown to themselves as active 
players in the nation’s history, they needed their own 
heroes and heroines. As one of the twenty-one black 
artists taken on by the Fap in Chicago, White found an 
appropriate space to pursue this strategy in the FAP’s 
South Side Community Art Center,'22 for the library of 
which he painted the mural Five Great American 
Negroes (fig. 131). Although the mural seems never to 
have been installed at the Art Center, it was shown at the 
Artists’ and Models’ Ball at Chicago’s Savoy Ballroom in 
October 1939, and at the Exhibition of the Art of the 
American Negro held at the Library of Congress from 
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131 Charles White, Five Great American Negroes, 1939-40, 01 
ton, D.C. 


December 1940 to January 1941, to commemorate the 
seventy-fifth anniversary of the Thirteenth Amendment. 
For this latter venue it was symptomatically retitled Five 
Great Americans.'** 
In line with the Democratic Front and rap ideals of 
community engagement, White selected the figures on 
the basis of a survey conducted on his behalf by the 
Chicago Defender. The composition pivots on a 
podium, from which Booker T. Washington addresses a 
middle-class group. Just behind him Frederick Douglass 
(looking remarkably Marx-like) releases a slave from his 
bonds. This group is flanked by Sojourner Truth leading 
a line of fleeing slaves on the left'** and, on the right, by 
symbols of more recent black achievement — Marian 
Anderson in concert and the agricultural chemist 
George Washington Carver at work in a laboratory. 
From behind Washington and Douglass there spread the 
ominous branches of a bare tree, overhanging the slave 
column, Although the picture does not have the formal 
sophistication of White’s later work — he was only 
twenty-one when he painted it — it is undeniably force- 
ful, and shows the artist already developing those bulky, 
slightly flattened forms that were intended to signify an 
authentic folk imagery of the Negro People. 

However, if White had learnt the formal language 
of revolutionary mural painting from Millman and 
Siporin, he had departed from their example in terms of 
subject matter. For despite the Party’s concern with pro- 
moting knowledge of black history and culture, African 
Americans appear on the walls at Decatur and Saint Louis 
only in relation to the Civil War and Abolitionist move- 


on canvas, 5 ft x 





rrin., Howard University Gallery of Art, Washing; 


ment, with the exception of a few waterfront workers in 

one of Millman’s Saint Louis panels. There are no indi- 

cations of African Americans’ own role in the eman- 

cipation struggle and the war. White’s work precisely 

remedied this lacuna.'** Thus although his conception of 

mural iconography grew out of Democratic Front 

Regionalism, White transformed it in crucial ways, cre- 

ating an imagery designed not to speak to the people of 
the Midwest but to a particular constituency within the 

American polity as a whole. | do not mean to imply that 

White intended his art only for an African American 

audience. As the Chicago Sunday Bee reported in 1940, 

he was not to be ‘classed as a nationalist painter’: ‘He 
sees the problems of Negroes as differing from those 

of other workers in degree or intensity rather than in 

kind. He believes that all working class people have a 

common interest and that there is a common solution 
for their problems.’'”° In effect, White drew on the Com- 
munist conception of the National Question as defined 
by Stalin in treating African Americans as a subject 
nationality striving for freedom from national oppres- 
sion within the United States. From within the Commu- 
nist culture of the 1930s had come the conception of 
each ‘people’ producing an authentic national culture of 
its own, which was in some cases a weapon in national 
struggles for liberation from capitalism, as well as from 
racial and national oppression. White was thus able to 
produce an art designed to appeal specifically to African 
Americans, but one that would also, as he and other 
Communists saw it, contribute to the emancipation of 
oppressed peoples everywhere.'?” 
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32. Ben Shahn, The First Amendment, 1941, tempera, 8 ft 6in. 
6 ft, usPpo, Wood Haven, Queens, New York City. © Estate of 
Ben Shahn/Licensed by vaca, New York, N.Y. 


In relation to my main question, the case histories of 
the Chicago muralists suggest some kind of answer. 
From a left political perspective, Millman’s achievement 
at Flower High School was significant, but his murals 
there are no more conspicuously radical than those in 
the post offices at Decatur and Saint Louis. On the other 
hand, it is hard to imagine that White’s mural, with its 
overt imagery of racial struggle, could have been com- 
missioned by the Section.'** This should be compared 
with Ben Shahn’s First Amendment (fig. 132) for the 
Wood Haven post office at Jamaica, New York, which 
is more experimental in formal terms, but perhaps 
has enough in the way of unequivocally American 
symbols (the liberty torch, Supreme Court building 
and New England church) to escape the charge of un- 


Americanism. And, of course, Shahn’s Americans are all 
white. We might conclude from this that for the most 
part the commissioning of public art under the Section 
was no more restrictive than under the FAP, but that just 
occasionally the latter permitted greater leeway. 

This was certainly the case in relation to style, 
although only in New York did modernist artists of the 
left find opportunities to implement their aesthetic on a 
public scale. One reason for this was that the abstrac- 
tionist Burgoyne Diller headed the rap mural division 
there. Among these opportunities were the commissions 
for Radio Station wNyc, some buildings in the New 
York World’s Fair, and the Williamsburg Housing 
Project in Brooklyn. I shall concentrate on the last.'~ 





The Williamsburg Project comprises twenty four-storey 
apartment buildings, erected under the auspices of the 
newly established New York City Housing Authority. Its 
chief architect, William Lescaze, was a member of the 
FAP Design Studio and an advisor to the programme. 
Swiss born, Lescaze trained in Europe, and his Philadel- 
phia Saving Fund Society building of 1928-32 was one 
of the first major International Style buildings in the 
United States. His design for Williamsburg was also 
overtly modernist. Although the fenestration is tame by 
International Style standards, the flat-roofed blocks are 
arranged in a strikingly dynamic (and, as it turned out, 
environmentally impractical) way on the site. Even the 
colouring of the buildings was ‘obstreperously striped’ 
by the bands of concrete running through pinkish brick, 
and the complex layout was also said to have an ‘aggres- 
sive formality’. One critic complained that the ‘system’ 





of the plan was hard to follow, and thus calculated only 
‘to bring pleasure to the esoteric few’, making it unsuit- 
able for a ‘people’s architecture’.!*° The modernist for- 
malism of Lescaze’s conception was to be stylistically 
complemented by the murals that decorated some of the 
public spaces within it. 

In all twelve artists were involved, of whom seven can 
reasonably be characterised as leftists — Bolotowsky, 
Browne,'*! Criss, Davis, Greene, Matulka and Morley. 
The nature and intensity of their commitment to the left 
varied, of course, as did their individual relationships 
with the modernist tradition: Bolotowsky and Browne’s 
compositions made no concessions to naturalistic refer- 
ence, while Criss’s Sixth Avenue El (National Museum 
of American Art, Washington, D.C.) is close to the 
Precisionist idiom and Davis’s Swing Landscape (fig. 
133) contains the residual outline shapes of a Gloucester 
harbour scene, which the artist may have thought 
appropriate in a mural for a port city. In an essay for Art 
for the Millions, written in 1936-7, Diller emphasised 
that the murals were intended to match the ‘functional’ 
character of the architecture, and stressed that their role 
was to provide ‘relaxation and entertainment for the 
tenants’: ‘The more arbitrary color, possible when not 
determined by the description of objects, enables the 
artist to place an emphasis on its psychological potential 
to stimulate relaxation.’'** Some of the artists involved 
would have claimed a great deal more for their con- 
tributions. However, I do not imply by this that they 
shared a common viewpoint, and the Williamsburg 
Project can be seen as a site at which different concep- 
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tions of pictorial modernism squared off, and particu- 
larly those of Davis and Greene (fig. 134). 

As shown in Chapter Two, Greene was emphatic 
that the modern artist was necessarily a specialist, a 
déclassé individual, who could look for support only to 
‘a fearless intelligentsia’. The new middle class lacked a 
taste of its own, and did not have the resources to build 
collections on the traditional scale, while ‘the class in 
power’ sought to exploit and degrade ‘new intellectual 
advances’. For Greene, as for Davis, modern art was 
materialist and realist, and corresponded to the general 
principle of progress. For him, too, while modernism 
had a progressive message, it could not be that of the 
political agitator. However, unlike Davis, Greene 
argued that modernist evolution had an internal 
logic that pointed towards abstraction, and corre- 
spondingly his model of the artist was significantly 
more elitist: 


Without denying that his ultimate aim is to touch 
the crowd, he sees the futility of addressing it in the 
language commonly used by the crowd. He must 
employ his own language, in this instance the lan- 
guage of form and color, in order to move, dominate 
and direct the crowd, which is his special way of being 
understood. 


In his Art Front writings of 1936 Greene insistently 
associated modern art with revolution, but an essay he 
wrote for Art for the Millions specifically rejects ‘ortho- 
dox Marxist’ criticism, and implies that fascism and 
Communism are both forms of totalitarianism.'** 


134 (left) Balcomb 
Greene, Untitled, c. 1936, 
oil on canvas, 7 ft 7'/,in. x 
11 ft 7'/,in., Williamsburg 
Housing Project, Brooklyn, 
New York. On loan to the 
Brooklyn Museum of Art 
from New York City 
Housing Authority. 


133 (facing page) Stuart 
Davis, Swing Landscape, 
1938, oil on canvas, 7 ft 25/, 
in. x 14 ft 4'/sin., Indiana 
University Art Museum, 
Bloomington. © Estate of 
Stuart Davis/Licensed by 
vaGa, New York, N.Y. 
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Davis found the dominant forms of Marxist criticism 
equally unacceptable, but he was not prepared to sepa- 
rate art from politics as stringently as Greene, and he 
continued to believe in the Soviet ideal. His essay for Art 
for the Millions, while bearing the title “Abstract Paint- 
ing Today’, emphasised that the term ‘abstract’ was mis- 
leading, if unavoidable in the context. Like Greene he 
argued that ‘art values are social values, not by reflection 
of other social values, but by direct social participation.’ 
Modern painting was, of itself, ‘a direct progressive 
social force’. However, Davis’s stress on the cognitive 
force of modernism was greater. Unlike ‘domestic natu- 
ralism’, the dominant trend in American painting of 
both left and right, which offered only passive reflec- 
tions of reality, modernism affirmed ‘the modern view 
that the world is real, that it is in constant motion, that 
it can be manipulated in the interest of man by knowl- 
edge of the real character of the objective relations’. 
Unlike the traditional perspective of naturalistic paint- 
ing, modernist spatial systems were ‘in harmony with, 
referable, and relative to the contemporary environ- 
ment’. The progressive ‘democratic’ aspect of ‘modern 
works’ could easily be seen if they were ‘contrasted with 
works of previous centuries, where the formal concep- 
tion is hierarchically concentric with a center corre- 
sponding to monarchical authority and to a science of 
eternal categories.’ Thus for Davis progressive values 
were directly inscribed in the forms of modernist paint- 
ing, so that even ‘the autonomy of parts’ within them 
corresponded to ‘the freedom of the individual under a 
democratic government.’ For Greene, abstract art 
seems to carry no such messages, and correspondingly 
his mural lacks both the vestigial naturalistic clues of 
Swing Landscape or its references to popular cultural 
forms. For Davis, as for other Democratic Fronters, 
Swing musically epitomised a democratic inter-racial 
culture, and the extraordinarily vibrant interplay of 
colours and forms in the work were intended to evoke 
the rhythms of hot jazz. From Davis’s perspective, 
Greene’s elitism and disdain for the Democratic Front 
would have connected with the position of the reformed 
Partisan Review, and he regarded him as a Trotskyist.'** 

Although the Daily Worker illustrated Davis’s wNyc 
mural on two occasions,'** it cannot be assumed from 
this that Davis’s style had anything like the connotations 
he claimed for it. And in any case, his mural for 
Williamsburg was never installed. When it was shown at 
an exhibition of mural designs at New York’s Federal 
Art Gallery in May 1938, it reportedly dominated the 
room, ‘cancelling everything else within range’.'*” In so 
far as the surviving murals can be judged from their 
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current condition, Swing Landscape would have 
dominated them too, both colouristically and composi- 
tionally. Greene’s painting — which was intended to be 
‘impersonal’ and executed with an air-gun ~is pallid and 
formal by comparison.'** If the murals of Bolotowsky, 
Browne and Greene were painted over (like Gorky’s 
earlier Newark Airport murals),'* there is no evidence 
that this was because some progressive political signifi- 
cance was read into them beyond their association with 
the wpa. Most commentators would have agreed with 
Jewell’s assertion that ‘[a]bstract design... [is] not 
equipped to prod us into social consciousness, or agitate 
against war’, well suited as it may have been formally 
to modern architectural environments.” With the 
defacement of Millman’s work in Chicago there are 
certainly surer grounds. This is not to say that the style 
of FAP abstract murals had no political effects, but it 
probably stood mainly for wpa ‘boondoggling’ in the 
minds of conservative critics and little else. Having said 
this, there is evidence that some Williamsburg residents 
valued the art they received: the Tenants’ Council sent 
a letter to Hopkins in May 1938 to protest against a 
proposed limitation on wpa costs that would mean the 
effective closing down of the Federal Art Project.'*! 


Ease PAINTINGS 


While there had been earlier exhibitions of FAP work in 
New York, New Horizons in American Art, shown at 
the Museum of Modern Art in autumn 1936, was the 
first major display of the project’s achievements. It was 
curated by Dorothy C. Miller, who had worked as 
research and editorial assistant to Cahill on earlier 
projects, and later became his second wife. The cata- 
logue leads with murals, represented mainly by studies, 
cartoons, photographs and models. It was this aspect of 
the exhibition that received most critical attention, and 
pointed up clearly differences between the Federal Art 
Project and Section on the question of stylistic pluralism. 
For in addition to the relatively standard fresco forms of 
Britton’s Bloom High School panels and Newell’s Evolu- 
tion of Western Civilization, the selection included Ever- 
good’s Story of Richmond Hill, Gorky’s Aviation: 
Evolution of Forms under Aerodynamic Limitations, 
and colour studies for all the Williamsburg Housing 
Project murals. Far more than the Section’s public show- 
ings, this demonstrated ‘the complete eclipse of the old 
style mural in America’ — that is, of generalising alle- 
gories in an academic style. Writing in Parnassus, 
Emily Genauer emphasised the predominance of 
American Scene — ‘life and landscape outside the 








135 Jolan Gross-Bettelheim, I the Employment Office, c. 1936, 
lithograph, 107/, x 8'/,in., © The Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio 
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am, long term loan to the Cleveland Museum of Art, 


painter’s door’ — in the easel section, while the graphics 
showed both ‘extraordinary versatility’ and ‘rich social 
content’.'* E. M. Benson, in the Magazine of Art, 
stressed even more the latter aspect of the show: 


Here, at last, were no artists having to sit on aesthetic 
flagpoles to get into the public headlines, but serious 
craftsmen who had eaten the black bread of poverty 
and now, with the bulwark of the security the Gov- 
ernment was offering them, were prepared to set 
down their feelings and thoughts in a direct and 


straightforward manner.'** 


However, to make this claim required a highly selective 
approach to the display. There were among the easel 
paintings a few grim genre scenes such as Guglielmi’s 
New York: Wedding in South Street (Museum of 
Modern Art, New York), Vavak’s watercolour The Dis- 
possessed and two Expressionistic oils by the young 
Boston artist Jack Levine.” In the graphics section the 
‘social’ element was probably stronger, with prints by 
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Jolan Gross-Bettelheim (fig. 135), Julius Bloch, Blanche 
Grambs (fig. 136), Refregier, Dorothy Rutka and 
Joseph Vogel.'** Among the few sculptures there was 
even an impressive plaster Homeless (fig. 138), by Aaron 
Goodelman. But the catalogue and plates leave no doubt 
that such works were in a minority. In Art Front, 
McCausland observed the works on show appeared 
‘gayer and less socially critical than one might have 
expected in a world where an artist plies his brush and 
mallet at the price of possible blows from a cop’s billy.’ 
It would be a tragedy, she warned, if the work produced 
under the Project was to be merely ‘ “offical” art’. When 


Stuart Davis, as secretary of the AAC, wrote in to the 





New York Times to protest about adverse comments on 
the exhibition, it was on the grounds of the broader 
social and cultural benefits of the project, not because 
controversial works needed to be defended.'° 

New Horizons can be taken as showing what the 
Washington office wanted the rap to look like, and at 
regional level artists may well have had more influence 


on exhibitions because of the close connections between 





supervisory personnel and project workers. In New 
York a Federal Art Gallery opened its first exhibition in 
late December 1935, at 7 East 38th Street in ‘the heart of 
the shopping and garment manufacturing district’. 
A history of this ‘Art Gallery for the People’ emphasised 
that its exhibitions had ‘offered a welcome respite from 
humdrum routine to office workers, business men and 
women, department store clerks, shoppers and a vast 
variety of garment workers from the nearby factories.’ 
A sharp contrast is drawn between this audience and the 
‘roving band of gallery-habitues’ (sic) that had domi- 
nated the gallery scene in the early 1930s: 


To many who spent their lunch hour in the Federal 
Art Gallery, the velvet lined splendor and sense of 
sanctity in some of the other galleries had been too 
forbidding; others had been unable to get past the 
chilling eye of attendants in those hushed high places, 
while still others had never been able to find time to 
look at paintings, sculpture or prints, or indeed to 
consider art in terms of their everyday experiences. 


The role of the gallery was thus conceived as an educa- 
tional one, and its exhibitions would ‘offer taxpayers 
their best opportunity to see and discuss the results of 
the Federal art program.'’ Whether the gallery’s 
audience was affected by its move to 225 West 57th 
Street in summer 1937 is not disclosed. 

Between December 1935 and June 1939 New York’s 
Federal Art Gallery put on forty exhibitions, many of 
which were showings of the work of the Art Teaching 
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Division (in fact the largest component of the FAP) and 
the Index of American Design. While these activities 
were not directly political, they were quite extensively 
reported in the Daily Worker, and so too was the 
Community Art Center in Harlem.'** As this illustrates, 
consistent with their own efforts at workers’ education, 
Communists embraced the principle of cultural democ- 
racy in the projects as well as the opportunities for 
producing agitational or politically symbolic work. 
However, it is on the latter I shall concentrate here, 
and specifically on the three annual shows of the Easel 
Division from 1937 to 1939 and on some of the 
graphics exhibitions. 

The broader ambitions of the FAP are evident from the 
catalogue foreword to the 1937 exhibition, which 
argued that ‘[i]n the past the easel painter sat in his 
atelier and painted his pictures for eternity, as there was 





6 Blanche Grambs, Dock Scene, East River, c. 1936, lithograph, 15’/s 
22'/,in., Collection of the Newark Museum, Newark, N.J., lent by the 





no immediate market’, but now the project was putting 
easel paintings where they will be seen and enjoyed... 
An isolationist attitude is, therefore, no longer possible 
for the artist. He must paint pictures which people will 
want to have in their schools, hospitals, courthouses, 
etc., and which they also will be able to enjoy.’ Quite 
what this meant is not clear, since, as the foreword 
claimed, the fifty-seven exhibits represented ‘the 
conflicting trends toward realism, surrealism, [and] 
abstractionism’.'*” No works are titled as abstractions, 
although some were shown in the 1938 and 1939 
shows. The exhibitors included the veteran modernists 
Ben Benn and Joseph Stella, together with a large 
number of hitherto unknown artists. Eight of them had 
shown with the John Reed Club, but it is not evident 
that their work had a distinctively political character for 
the most part, and they probably merged in with the 





138 (above) 


unknown. 


137 (left) Abraham Harriton, WPA Workers, c. 1936, whereabouts 
unknown. This is characteristic of the genre works Harriton 


produced under wra auspices. 


Aaron Goodelman, Homeless, plaster, whereabouts 





139 O. Louis Guglielmi, Sisters of Charity, c. 1937, whereabouts 
unknown, 


general run of sombre urban landscapes and genre 
scenes (fig. 137).'" Guglielmi’s Sisters of Charity (fg. 
139) is an exception, however, in representing the 
Catholic church in a highly unfavourable light. Not only 
are the sisters juxtaposed with an image of a pig, as John 
Baker has pointed out, but the woman scrubbing her 
stoop, whose naked legs appear above her stocking tops, 
is inadvertently pointing her backside in their direction. 
The young woman standing to the right seems to regard 
them in a distinctly unfriendly way, and the Democratic 
Front magazine Direction read the sisters as money 
collecting. The anti-Catholic implications of the picture 
were sufficiently telling for a Mrs Sylvia Donnelly to 
write to the New York Telegram to complain. In pictures 
such as this Guglielmi eschewed Surrealist effects, which 
for him had associations of social decay, instead seeking 
to represent the tenement neighbourhoods of the Upper 
East Side in which he had grown up. In his essay for Art 
for the Millions, Guglielmi describes the private gallery 
as obsolete, and he seems to have kept more Surrealistic 
works such as Persistent Sea (formerly collection of 
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14 Irene Rice Pereira, Composition, c. 1938, oil, whereabouts 


unknown. 


Nelson A. Rockefeller) and Mental Geography (private 
collection) for exhibition at the Downtown Gallery, 
where he had his first solo exhibition in 1938.'"! 

The Easel Project’s 1938 exhibition included oils and 
watercolours, and was both larger (ninety-six works) 
and more diverse. In addition to the urban landscapes 
and genre scenes of artists such as Harriton, Neel and 
Ribak, it included several works by The Ten,'? an 
abstract composition by Irene Rice Pereira (fig. 140) 
and Quirt’s Obeisance to Poverty (fig. 141). It may not 
have been just personal predeliction that caused Kainen 
to remark on the ‘heavy representation by the moderns’, 
who ‘simply are doing the best work on the art projects’. 
Yet as he went on to explain, he put a ‘wide interpreta- 
tion on the term “modern”’, meaning by it ‘anything 
that presents a fresh viewpoint in the making of pictures, 
— something that is contemporary in tradition and 
feeling, not merely experimentation for its own sake.’ 
Guglielmi’s Relief Blues (fig. 142) was listed as one of 
‘the first rate things’ on show and attracted the attention 
of several reviewers. The painting might seem to speak 
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to Guglielmi’s own experiences as a wpa worker and to 
for this is an image of a visit by a social worker who 
wears a pince-nez like a snooper’s badge of office, and 
sits in her outdoor coat and hat itemising the family’s 


that of the popular audience the gallery hoped to reach 


paltry resources. The kerosene stove suggests an 
unheated building, and the carpet is torn through the 
flower leaf. This is an apartment in which the sleeping 
area of the young woman to the left is separated from 
the living room by only a curtain. Indeed, the picture 
seems partly a comment on generational differences, in 
the marked contrast between the daughter making up to 
go out and the stolid desexualised pose of her mother, 
whose red slippers somehow contribute to the sense 
of pathos. It is the parents here who seem to feel the 
humiliation of relief. The painting’s intense colours 
and slightly precipitous spatial effect contribute to its 


claustrophobic feel.'™* 
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Otherwise, the works Kainen singled out for praise 
were mainly oils in an Expressionist vein by Milton 
Avery, Jules Halfant (fig. 143), Henry Kallem, Kopman, 
Rothko, Solman, Tromka (fig. 144) and Tschacbasov. 
This valorisation matches in some degree his affiliation 
with the so-called New York Group, eight young FAP 
artists among whom were Halfant, Kruckman, Neel, 
Louis Nisonoff, Herman Rose, Max Schnitzler and 
Joseph Vogel. The group showed together at the ACA 
Gallery at the end of the month, and were reportedly 
‘united by their identity with “the laboring people 
whose values are honest and who will last forever.” ’'”* 
We might see the works of Halfant and Tromka as 
seeking to do this not just through their industrial 
subject matter but also through their forthright style, 
which stood as an alternative both to the painterly grace 
of the proletarian naturalists and to the recherche 
formal effects of the abstractionists. In relation to the 
prominence of expressionistic art at the Federal Art 
Gallery, it may be relevant that the head of the exhibi- 
tion division in New York was the critic and sometime 
art dealer Robert Ulrich Godsoe, who had helped to 
launch The Ten in 1935 and was committed to ‘the 
modern expressive tradition’. At the 1938 exhibition he 
displayed a group of abstractions ‘set into the wall so 
that the surface continuity is unbroken and the orna- 
mental character of the paintings enhanced.’!® 

The 1939 showing of the easel division seems to have 
been similar in composition, with Social Surrealism 
represented by Guglielmi and Guy, and a sprinkling of 
Expressionists among the seventy-six works on show. 
The association between the gallery and the left was 
reinforced by a catalogue statement by Weber and a 
foreword signed by Evergood and his two assistants 
Murray Hantman and George Picken, both of whom 
had signed the 1936 Call for the Artists’ Congress. The 
foreword claimed that the artists represented did not 
‘speak to the public’ only as individuals but also ‘as a 
working member of the community to fellow members 
of that community.’ Indeed, the artist was liberated in 
that she or he was no longer working to please individ- 
ual tastes: by ‘working to please hundreds of thousands 
of people, the narrowness of individual prejudice is 
avoided or swept aside’, and the artist’s own outlook 
was broadened.'* 

The claims of the rap to have liberated artists by 
giving them a collective public are almost impossible to 
assess, but at the least the numbers who visited the 
Federal Art Gallery do not seem very large. According to 
the Weekly Progress Reports from the New York 
Regional Office, 2,200 persons attended the 1938 Easel 
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and Watercolour exhibition, and 1,882 that of 1939. In 
1938 1,793 attended the Sculpture Division show."* 
Further, there is no sociological breakdown of who these 
visitors were. However, the exhibitions at the Federal 
Art Gallery were by no means all of the Exhibition Divi- 
sion’s activities, and in the summer and autumn of 1939, 
for instance, it scheduled eighteen displays of project 
work at ‘labor unions and federal, state and municipal 
bureaus dealing with problems of the laboring class.’1%8 
Moreover, the claims of accountability were not entirely 
hot air, in that artists were answerable to some kind of 
audience through the process of allocation (however 
mediated this was), and the Division did respond to 
requests for specific subjects.'”” 

While many of the paintings shown at the Federal Art 
Gallery are now lost, a general impression of them can 
be formed from those that do survive, from photo- 
graphs in the wpa records and contemporary press 
reports. Altogether, this evidence suggests a predictable 
continuum between the Fap exhibitions and those of 
collective organisations of the period. Many artists of 
the left showed urban landscapes and genre in both. 
Within the iconographic framework provided by such 
motifs, artists sought to endow their work with greater 
critical force through adopting Expressionist and Surre- 
alist devices. What was left out — at administration 
insistence — was anything overtly party political. Given 
the commitment of Communists to the larger cultural 
vision of the Fap and their substitution of a kind of pro- 
gressive Americanism for revolutionary politics under 
the Democratic Front, this may not have seemed much 
of a sacrifice. 


GRAPHICS 


When Jacob Kainen reviewed an exhibition of prints 
and watercolours at the Federal Art Gallery, which had 
succeeded one of oils in February 1936, he claimed that 
the graphics were the most interesting.’ And indeed, 
relations between formal and technical experimentation 
and social illustration were, arguably, resolved in more 
consistently effective ways within the print media. 

The rap Graphics Division in New York opened its 
first workshop in the wra building at 6 East 39th Street 
in the same month, under the supervision of Gustave 
von Groschwitz. Of the five main rap Graphic Work- 
shops, that in New York was the largest, and probably 
the most important. Around 225 artists worked there at 
one time or another. 

The Communist Russell Limbach was appointed as 
the Division’s technical advisor, and many of those on its 
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payroll were leftists active in the Artists’ Union, includ- 
ing Will Barnet, Stuart Davis, Harry Gottlieb, Kainen, 
Chet La More, Lozowick, Olds and Raphael Soyer, 
Although Kainen, in his retrospective essay on the 
Division, emphasised that there was no pressure on 
artists to work in a particular way, the production 
process certainly had mechanisms of control built in, 
Artists made an initial drawing for each print, which 
had to be approved by a supervisor, and first proofs were 
submitted to a supervisory committee before an edition 
could be printed. However, since the leftists involved 
seem to have embraced the Fine Art print ethos of 
the Graphics Division, this may not have proved too 
cramping, politically speaking.'°! 

One would expect that demands for a ‘people’s art’ 
could be addressed more convincingly in relation to the 
inherently multiple processes of printmaking than in 
relation to painting. Indeed, there was a more collective 
aspect to labour under the Graphics Division in that 
although image making was largely done in the artist’s 
studio, printing was done in a workshop environment, 
and artists learned both from the printers and through 
lectures on technique. But for all the rhetoric about mass 
production that surrounded the Division’s work, wpa 
prints remained primarily an individual product directed 
at a collective audience, with all the customary signs of 
individuality inscribed in their form. They did not 
become a collective product for a collective audience, 
but were still conceived as ‘multiple originals’, as Rock- 
well Kent reportedly described them.!2 

A good record of attitudes among left-wing print- 
makers exists in essays collected for the wpa FAP anthol- 
ogy Art for the Millions. The relationship between art 
and ‘the people’ is addressed particularly vividly in the 
essay ‘Prints for Mass Production’ by Elizabeth Olds 
(1896-1991), one of that remarkable generation of 
independent-minded women artists and writers who 
came to maturity in the 1920s and gravitated to the left. 
(Josephine Herbst, Agnes Smedley and Alice Neel also 
exemplify the type.) Born in Minneapolis, Olds studied 
at the Minneapolis Art Institute and Art Students 
League before travelling to Europe, where she stayed 
four years and received the first Guggenheim Fellowship 
awarded a woman for painting. Like so many others, 
Olds was radicalised by the Sacco and Vanzetti case. She 
was a signatory of the 1935 Call for the American 
Artists’ Congress, and was also on the Board of the 
American Artists School and an active member of the 
Artists’ Union.'® 

Consistent with her involvement with the Public Use 
of Art Committee, Olds called for the conception of 


graphics suitable for printing with power presses. But 
this was a complex issue because it had to be achieved 
‘without loss of their basic significance or intent.’ 
However, production was in itself only part of the 
problem. The other was the audience, in that most 
Americans were ‘culturally illiterate’, persons to whom 
‘the language of art is a closed book’. For Olds, the FAP 
provided the first mechanisms through which ‘cultural 
literacy’ might be extended, fulfilling a comparable func- 
tion to the school system with regard to verbal literacy. 
In addition to the exhibition of prints in schools, 
libraries, hospitals and airports, she suggested they 
might be lent in the same way books were through 
libraries and housing projects. Graphic artists in turn 
had to address themselves to contemporary life, perhaps 
producing collective histories of technology and labour 
in print series accompanied by explanatory texts. In 
effect, the agitational conception of Communist prints of 
the Third Period was now reconceptualised as part 
of a state sponsored programme of cultural and social 
education. In her essay for the same volume, Mabel 
Dwight (1876-1955), a long-term socialist who spe- 
cialised in satirical lithographs, advised that ‘all the 
satirical work that has lived was fine art’, and criticised 
‘Some of the young, class-conscious artists’ for being 
rity, 





‘too arrogantly vehement in their portrayals of vu 
ugliness, injustice, etc.’ Dwight’s view may partly reflect 
a generational divide, but it also chimes with the culture 
of the rap.'** 

Above all else, it was the lithograph that embodied the 
wea conception of the print to begin with, although the 
woodcut and later the silkscreen were seen as having 
comparable qualities. Correspondingly, etching lost its 
‘artificial prestige’.'°° By January 1938, Kainen was 
claiming in the Daily Worker that the Graphics Division 
had brought about a ‘veritable renaissance’ in American 
lithography.'® Particularly significant, both for contem- 
entators, were the Division’s 





poraries and later comm 
achievements in colour lithography, an aspect of the 
process that Limbach played a key role in developing. 
Ironically, while for him the Division’s main achieve- 
ment lay in making possible a clear distinction between 
lithography as a ‘fine art’ and its various commercial 
applications, his own prints are too banal as images to 
be of much interest for the most part.'°” However, other 
artists who worked for the division produced extra- 
ordinarily inventive prints across a range of media. 

The two leftists whose work epitomised an experi- 
mental approach to technique combined with an essen- 
tially realist conception of motif were Olds and Gottlieb. 


From 1931 to 1935 Olds was living in the Midwest, 
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145 Elizabeth Olds, Sheep-Skinners, from the Stockyard Series, 
1934, lithograph, 8'/; x 12in., Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, D.C., Transfer from Smithsonian Institu- 


tion, Archives of American Art. 


146 Elizabeth Olds, Miner Joe, c. 1938, lithograph, 17°/4 
13°/;,in., Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., 
Transfer from D.C, Public Library. 








147 Harry Gottlieb, Bootleg Coal Mining, 1937, 
Transfer from D.C. Public Library 


and under pwap she produced a number of lithographs 
representing aspects of unemployment relief in 
Nebraska. After the project was phased out, she made 
‘hundreds of drawings’ from a platform looking down 
on the ‘killing floor’ of Swift and Co.’s Southside Plant 
in Omaha, drawings that were the basis of an extraordi- 
nary series of ten prints of the stockyards.'** One of 
these, Sheep-Skinners (fig. 145), was selected by the 
Weyhe Gallery in 1935 for showing in its exhibition 
Fifty Best Prints of the Year. The same documentary 
conception underlay a trip to the bootleg coal mines of 
north-eastern Pennsylvania in 1936, and a two-week 
sketching campaign to the Carnegie-IIlinois steel works 
at Homestead in the following year — both excursions 
made in company with Gottlieb.'°’ Twenty of Olds’s 
drawings formed the basis of her solo exhibition at the 
ACA Gallery in 1937. Reviewing this, McCausland 
hailed the selection for its synoptic picture not only of 
technological processes but also of social relations, at 
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6/,1n., Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., 


the same time as she read the artist’s choice of motif and 
way of working as marking a new era in which women 
artists would not need to be restricted to feminine 
themes as Cassatt and Morisot had been.'”” Olds’s views 
of steel works and the steel-making process are powerful 
illustrations, but as ‘social art’ her most compelling 
prints are her single figures of workers such as | Make 
Steel and Miner Joe (fig. 146). The effectiveness of the 
latter especially lies in the way that with characteristic 
economy of means Olds suggests both the immiseration 
of labour and intellectual energy: the averted look, 
focussed eyes and prominent ear signifying attention to 
a speaker, who in the context could only be inferred as a 
CIO organiser. 

Gottlieb (1895-1992), who was born in Roumania 
and emigrated to the United States in 1907, like Olds 
studied at the Art Institute of Minneapolis and was one 
of that group of young radicals that also included Adolf 
Dehn and Wanda Gag. After serving in the navy in the 


148 Phil Bard, Aftermath, 1938, lithograph, 11//; = 16//41n., Smut 


Public Library. 


First World War, he moved to New York and became 
involved with the Provincetown Playhouse, one of the 
focal institutions of Greenwich Village life. From 1923 
to 1935 he lived in the bohemian artist’s colony at 
Woodstock, New York. Radicalised by the Depression, 
Gottlieb helped set up the Woodstock Artists’ Union, 
before returning to the city in 1935, where he became 
union president in 1936 and a tireless activist thereafter. 
Indeed, Gottlieb had become a staunch Communist and 
remained a stalwart of Party-sponsored organisations 
until his death. 

Primarily a landscape painter, by the time Gottlieb 
had his first exhibition at the Whitney Studio Galleries 
in 1929 he had already settled on the kind of painterly 
naturalism that he practised throughout his career. 
A trip to Europe on a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1932 
did not alter his essentially negative view of ‘abstract . . . 
surrealist and non-objective’ art. By 1940 he was 
arguing that ‘social realism’ was the appropriate art for 





nian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., Transfer from D.C. 


‘working people’, because it correlated with the outlook 
of those who have ‘working knowledge of the structure 
of things and respect them’. Formalism was for the 
‘middle and upper classes.”"”! 

It seems to have been Gottlieb’s political convictions 
that made him turn to figure subjects and the graphic 
media in the later 1930s. Although he made his first lith- 
ographs in Paris in 1932, the FAP Graphics Division cer- 
tainly gave a new direction to his printmaking, and a 
number of lithographs of bootleg mining made on the 
project were included in his 1937 exhibition at the Aca 
Gallery (fig. 147).' Despite his rather banal conception 
of realism, in the print media he like Olds adopted a sim- 
plified graphic style that would have been unthinkable 
but for the modern tradition. In both cases, this 
undoubtedly suggests an engagement with the example 
of Orozco, whose lithographs had made a considerable 
impact in the United States. Both artists experimented 
with colour lithography under the project’s auspices, 
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but the appeal of that medium was supplanted for them 
by their involvement with the silkscreen process. 

In fact, the Graphic Art Division not only provided a 
milieu that fostered technical experimentation but also, 
and correspondingly perhaps, was one in which many 
artists of the left adopted modernist stylistic devices. 
Thus Phil Bard, whom we encountered as a young 
Proletarian artist in Chapter Three, produced the 
extraordinary Aftermath (fig. 148), a kind of Surrealist 
development on Neue Sachlichkeit imagery of mutilated 
war veterans. At least, two other artists of great techni- 
cal accomplishment worked in a similar stylistic and 
iconographic vein on the New York project, Boris Gore- 
lick and Joseph Vogel. Gorelick’s lithographs addressed 
themes such as sweated labour, child poverty, industrial 
accident and the bombing of civilian populations, all in 
the same idiom.'” Joseph Vogel, who had been a regular 
exhibitor with the John Reed Club, made lithographs in 
which Picassoid proletarians move against lowering 
urban backgrounds, as well as a number of images that 
intimate war and were probably Guernica-influenced 
(fig. 149). The work of Bard and Vogel especially shows 
an absolute command of Cubist drawing techniques. As 
with Olds and Gottlieb, the ideal of a people’s art did 
not exclude artistic ambition, in whatever stylistic mode 
it was formulated. 

By around 1940, however, silkscreen had superseded 
lithography as a symbol for the democratisation of the 
arts, and in that year McCausland hailed it as: ‘the 
popular graphic art of the twentieth century’.'* An 


149 Joseph Vogel, Lament, c. 1938, lithograph, 12 x 15*/gin., 
Detroit Institute of Arts, Gift of the Works Progress Administra- 
tion, Federal Art Project. 
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experimental silkscreen unit was set up in the New York 
Graphic Division in November 1938 at the instigation 
of the Artists’ Union and Public Use of Art Committee. 
It was directed by Anthony Velonis, who had learned the 
process in his brother’s sign-printing shop and hitherto 
worked for the Poster Division. Velonis was apparently 
the first to see the possibilities for turning this commer- 








cial medium into the basis for multiple fine art prints, 








which would be much easier and cheaper to produce 
than lithographs because they did not involve heavy 
stones or a press. Moreover silkscreen prints permitted 
extraordinary varieties of colour and texture, and each 
print could be individually various. Initially six artists 
worked in the unit, namely Ruth Chaney, Gottlieb, 
Morley, Lozowick, Olds and Warsager. In a text of 





1940, Olds claimed the silkscreen as a distinctively 





American and democratic invention: ‘Silk screen color 
prints fill an important need for the American people. 
Since Currier and Ives, there has been no comparable 
development of multiple original works of art in color.’ 
However, the mass production of such prints ‘for the 
home, office or public institution’ needed ‘a new exhibi- 
tion and distribution program’ to reach an appropriately 
large audience. For this reason, she and others formed 
the Silk Screen group in 1939, which organised numer- 
ous exhibitions over the next few years.'” 

The silkscreen print really came into prominence 
in 1940 with a trio of exhibitions on view concurrently at 
the aca and Weyhe Galleries and the Springfeld 
Museum. The aca exhibition was a one-man show of 
Gottlieb’s prints, while that at Springfield was organised 
by Elizabeth McCausland working with Edward Landon 
and the Springfield Artists’ Union.'”° Yet against inflated 
claims for the historical importance of silkscreen as the 
basis for a people’s art, Velonis himself warned that the 
‘medium will not of itself bring about the “democracy of 
art” and should not be saddled with too heavy a burden 
at its inception.’!” In the event, as soon as the FAP folded 
artists were confronted by the stark economic realities of 
printmaking. As Gottlieb later recalled: 





The bubble burst when we approached distributors in 
this field and found that the artist could not exist as an 
independent artist and craftsman. All they would 
offer us was workman’s wages with the result that we 
were thrown back upon the limited editions concept 
regardless of the possibility of the medium.'!* 


Of course artists were paid less than some ‘workman’s 
wages’ on wpa, but it was perhaps one thing to accept this 
as a state employee in the 1930s, and another to accept it 
from a commercial print gallery in the postwar period. 


Communist Artists and the New Deal (2) 





Harry Gottlieb, Going to Work, 1938, screen print, 14 /. x 


The 1940 exhibitions also revealed predictable divi- 
sions among the silkscreen artists as to what the formal 
possibilities of the medium actually were. The flat planes 
of colour it facilitated demanded a different approach to 
the kinds of image making in which Gottlieb and Olds 
specialised from that employed in their lithographs. 
Olds’s silkscreens tend to be conceived as pictures, being 
rather muddy in colour and making no or little use of 
the white of the paper. Neither were the motifs she 
addressed in the medium politically significant in the 
way those she used for lithographs arguably were. In the 
screenprint she tended to stick to the comic. By contrast, 
it was not inappropriate that McCausland should single 
Gottlieb out for his ‘substantial contribution to the fine 
arts use of silk screen’, for not only were his prints more 
formally effective than Olds’s, he also managed to adapt 
the medium more successfully to the kind of documen- 
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sin., Ellen Sragow Gallery, New York. 


tation of proletarian life and struggle that he pursued 
in other media. In prints such as Mine Disaster, Going 
to Work (fig. 150) and Rock Drillers his summary 
drawing devices and use of texture acknowledge the 





nature of surface and technique at the same time 
as they serve as effective graphic notations for the nar- 
rative element. Neither was he inhibited by the non- 
naturalistic approach to colour the medium seemed to 
encourage. Other left-wing artists in the unit evidently 
felt that the characteristics of silkscreen lent themselves 
to a yet more flattened and modernist approach to 
form. For instance, at Springfield, Eugene Morley 
showed a suggestive but near abstract composition 
titled Execution (fig. 151). However, the rel 


{ ationship 
between form and political imperative h 


rm ; ardly seems 
to be as satisfactorily resolved here as it is in some 


of 
Gottlieb’s better prints. 


Il The Popular Front and the Transition to ‘People’s Art’ 





151 Eugene Morley, Execution, screen print, whereabouts 
unknown. The signature is reversed in the photograph and 
probably on the original too. 


It seems appropriate to end this chapter with the 
graphic art of wea because both the art and the discourse 
around it illustrate so vividly the contradictions in the 
Communist ideal of popular art as these were played out 
in the FAP. Put simply, the category of fine art — in any of 
the forms current in the 1930s — was not demotic. Tradi- 
tional craft skills and modernist innovations alike, almost 
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any of the aesthetic qualities that artists valued had little 
meaning to proletarian audiences who were saturated in 
the more heady visual fare of films, illustrated magazines 
and billboards. As was widely recognised, even the most 
naturalistic imagery could not compete with these. Prints 
could indeed be produced cheaply in large quantities, but 
this did not solve the basic problem, to which the only 
solution was to educate the working class to make the 
kinds of aesthetic discrimination artists themselves cared 
about — to educate it to new criteria of value. Given that 
for Communists the proletariat was capable of a special 
kind of knowledge but needed to have its consciousness 
raised through Party activity before it would fully com- 
prehend its own truth, this position was not as inconsis- 
tent as it might superficially seem. In the early 1930s 
revolutionary artists had believed that a great proletarian 
public would emerge almost spontaneously. The people’s 
artists were more realistic about the outlook of their audi- 
ence: the people needed to be inculcated with new values 
for their art to work. But they depended on there being a 
workable agency to conduct that process of inculcation. 
With the demise of the wpa, they lost the only agency in 
sight. No wonder many of them looked back on it with 
such an acute sense of loss. At a personal level, they were 
also thrown back on the market, no longer collective 


workers but individual artisans all in competition with 
one another. 


Part III: From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 











8 Cultural Organising after 1939: The Artists League 
of America, Artists Equity and Other Initiatives 





While its leadership never achieved an effective under- 
standing of the New Deal, political and social develop- 
ments of the late 1930s permitted the cpusa to have an 
influence out of all proportion to the size of its actual 
following in both the trade union movement and in 
mainstream politics in some states. It also played a pow- 
erful role in shaping the culture of the period, although 
in ways that were sometimes indirect or covert. After 
the dog days of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, when the party 
had been once again marginalised and hounded, came 
the war in which it made its ultimate effort to merge 
with the mainstream of American politics by dissolving 
as a separate political party. But with the end of hostil- 
ities and the mounting antagonism between the former 
allies, the reformed Party’s days were inevitably num- 
bered.! This was not just the internal consequences of 
international events, but also an effect of the long-term 
conservative backlash against the New Deal. Despite the 
impressive strength and militancy demonstrated in the 
1945-6 strike wave, organised labour proved inca- 
pable of holding its own against the corporate drive to 
reassert business supremacy and the conservative turn of 
the Democratic administration under Truman. Indeed, 
the cio had essentially been on the defensive since the 
late 1930s, and the initiatives seized by the cor- 
porations in the war effort meant that they were able to 
dominate the conversion process. In this hostile environ- 
ment, union leaderships became increasingly conserva- 
tive and even less willing than before to tolerate 
Communist influence.” Further, the effectiveness of anti- 
Communist rhetoric had been demonstrated by Repub- 
lican politicians and some right-wing Democrats in 
successive election campaigns before the onset of the 
Cold War. The cpusa was no more capable of taking an 
independent or critical line in relation to the Soviet 
Union than any other of the world Communist parties at 
this stage, that of Yugoslavia excepted. In the face of 
mounting harassment and criminal proceedings, the 
Party’s leaders could only appeal to constitutional 
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freedoms that they had shown themselves quite willing 
to deny to others.’ As federal, state and congressional 
bodies, together with various private groups, collabo- 
rated or competed with one another to eradicate 
domestic Communism, the space for the kind of 
manoeuvrings characteristic of the New Deal period was 
rapidly reduced. In this chapter I look at the various 
institutional initiatives through which artists loyal to the 
Party tried to rebuild the base for social art in the 1940s, 
and at the factors that defeated them. 

A full account of all the organisations in which left- 
wing artists were active in this period would be weary- 
ing to the reader and require more space than is 
available to me. In what follows I sketch only the most 
significant of these initiatives. However, it is important 
to register that such artists were involved across a range 
of political and cultural organisations in a way we can 
hardly imagine today. Thus, by early 1939 artists had 
formed a committee within the American Labor Party 
(ALP) to put on fund-raising exhibitions, and the party 
in turn committed itself to defending artists’ interests. 
Although it was dominated by c1o leaders and emphati- 
cally pro-labour, the ap did not offer a socialist plat- 
form and basically worked to strengthen the Democratic 
vote in New York State. Socialists could join the ALP 
only as individuals, and Communists were formally 
excluded. Having said this, many Communists were 
active in the party and played a significant part in 
making it effective, and many familiar fellow-travellers 
and possible cp members figure among the artists and 
art critics who participated in ALP exhibitions and 
events.’ The artists’ commitment to the ALP seems to 
have been relatively long-term, but there were also more 
temporary organisations. Thus a grouping of prominent 
social liberals and Popular Fronters which came 
together in 1946 to aid workers’ families in the great 
postwar strike wave had an artists’ division which 
included fifty figures, nearly all of whom had been 
involved in the collective organisations of the previous 
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decade.” A somewhat different but overlapping list 
appears on the letterhead of the Art Committee of the 
National Council of American—Soviet Friendship.° Small 
benefit exhibitions for worthy causes were one of the 
main ways in which artists demonstrated their progres- 
sive commitments, but in this chapter I focus primarily 
on the organisations they formed and worked within 
that were more directly related to their interests as 
artists. 


The Artists League of America 


The American Artists’ Congress did not evaporate with 
the public resignations that accompanied the Soviet 
invasion of Finland. Indeed, working in conjunction 
with the League of American Writers it managed to put 
on a Congress at the Hotel Commodore in New York 
in June 1941, which was accompanied by an exhibition 
of works by 1o1 artists, among whom were Evergood, 
Gropper, Lozowick, Reinhardt, Solman, Moses and 
Raphael Soyer, David Smith and Paul Strand. Ironically, 
a matter of days before Germany invaded the ussr, 
Lynd Ward asserted that the AAc remained ‘steadfast in 
its devotion to peace for this country’ as the best safe- 
guard against fascism — a position that was very shortly 
reversed.’ The Artists’ Union (uAA) was also a sponsor 
of the 1941 Congress. However, with the winding down 
of the Federal Arts Projects, the union had lost most of 
its raison d’étre: its membership was reduced and scat- 
tered, most of them were no longer in ‘employment’, 
and there was no basis for organising artists in private 
industry. As a result, in May 1942 the UAA disaffiliated 
from the United Office and Professional Workers of 
America-c1o, amid some acrimony.’ By this time the uaa 
and American Artists’ Congress were probably both 
reduced to a rump of cp members and fellow-travellers. 
Their membership was once again galvanised by us 
entry into the war, and a joint membership meeting was 
called for 7 May 1942, organised by Norman Barr, 
Harry Gottlieb, Joseph Le Boit and Lynd Ward, from 
which emerged the Artists League of America (ALA) as a 
fusion of the two.’ Rockwell Kent, who had been presi- 
dent of the uAA, was elected president of the new body, 
although because of his residence in upper New York 
state and the variety of his other commitments, his role 
was essentially a formal one. 

Those who were active in running the organisation 
varied over the course of its existence, but among the 
most prominent at one time or another seem to have 
been Barr, Gottlieb, Evergood, Daniel Koerner, Charles 
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Keller, McCausland and Ward. Among the other 
familiar names who appear as functionaries or 
‘Members at Large’ on its letterheads were Becker, 
Gross, Gwathmey, Hirsch, Lozowick, Olds, Refregier, 
Reinhardt, Solman and Moses Soyer. Some of these were 
veterans of the socialist and Communist movements 
such as Becker and Lozowick, but much of the energy 
seems to have come from younger artists like Barr, 
Koerner and Keller who had been drawn into the cp 
milieu during the Democratic Front. Altogether, the 
names that appear on letterheads and committee lists 
suggest that while the increasingly tarnished image of 
the uss alienated well-known figures who had worked 
with the American Artists’ Congress, a substantial 
number of established artists were still prepared to 
commit themselves to a body the avowed aim of which 
was to ‘help build a vital people’s art.’!” Within the aLa 
there were also four smaller bodies: the Victory Work- 
shop, to contribute to the war effort; the Silk Screen 
Group; Artist Associates, ‘An Agency for the Promotion 
and Sale of Members’ Work’, which had a cooperative 
gallery at 138 West 15th Street; and the Young Artists’ 
Group, a progressive art school and successor to the 
AAc’s Young American Artists of the late 1930s. 

A membership flier describes the aims of the League 
as follows: 





The ata seeks to bring more art to more people 
through the widest possible extension of both private 
and governmental sponsorship of art. It believes in the 
dynamic cultural influence of art as a force for democ- 
racy. It encourages the fuller use of art in all spheres of 
life, and works for that measure of economic security 
for the artist that will permit the growth of a democ- 
ratic people’s art in America." 


Although this was the language of the Democratic 
Front, that alliance of progressive liberals, fellow- 
travellers and Communists could not be simply recon- 
stituted after the debacle of the Nazi—Soviet Pact period. 
Indeed, in the aftermath of the war any association with 
Communists became an increasing liability to those lib- 
erals who wished to work with the post-Roosevelt 
Democratic Party. In 1944 Lynd Ward rejected a pro- 
posal that the Ata take a column in New Masses on the 
grounds that it would make impossible a ‘wide growth 
in membership’, but such caution perhaps reflected the 
needs of wartime anti-fascism, and in 1946 an ALA con- 
tingent marched on the New York May Day parade."* 
League members also made signs for trade union pickets 
and stood on picket lines themselves. As a body it 
actively sought to promote progressive legislation such 


as the setting up of the Fair Employment Practices Com- 
mission and was involved in the Committee to Abolish 
the Un-American Committee. It also openly advocated 
peaceful co-existence with the ussr. Unsurprisingly, the 
ALA followed the cp line in 1946 in abandoning the 
Democrats and backing the American Labor Party in 
the Congressional elections in New York State, ane in 
1948 it endorsed Wallace. Thus the political complexion 
of the League was hardly a mystery. 

In addition to its political allegiances, the openness 
of the ALA’s membership (it had no membership prere- 
quisites) probably discouraged some prominent artists 
from joining. It had no prestige to offer them, and they 
did not need its exhibitions or other services. Neither 
was it a truly national body in the way the American 
Artists’ Congress had been.'* Rockwell Kent charac- 
terised it in March 1945 as a ‘movement of the “discon- 
tented masses” in art’, and already sensed that as an 
organisation lacking any real political clout, it would 
eventually wither away.'* However, while this may have 
been a realistic view of the ALa’s prospects, it also 
reflected an unduly negative estimate of the calibre of 
some of the members and the extent of their activities. 
Kent’s criteria of quality were very narrow and for him 
the bulk of the membership were too preoccupied with 
art exhibitions, and insufficiently concerned with doing 
graphic work for the labour movement and political 
organisations — in his view the true locus of a people’s 
art.' However, although there was some communica- 
tion between it and the Moscow League of Artists, no 
more than the American Artists’ Congress did the ALA 
stand for a particular aesthetic line. 

The League was run in the same way as its predeces- 
sors, limping along on the basis of members’ dues ($4 
per year) and fund-raising raffles and social events. In 
its early years it seems to have encountered difficulties 
because some members were away on active service, and 
also because its aims partially overlapped with those of 
the more ecumenical Artists for Victory organisation —a 
loose federation of professional artists’ societies, many 
of them of longstanding.'* The fact that the League was 
able to put out a professional-looking ‘Armed Forces’ 
issue of its magazine, ALA News, in March or April 
1945 indicates that the executive was having some 
success, but it was hard to justify high dues for a body 
that did not really function as a trade union, and the ALA 
seems to have had problems generating enough income 
to run itself. In a letter of January 1947, the executive 
secretary Norman Barr informed Kent that the aLa had 
been on the verge of collapse in May 1946, but that a 

concerted effort to build up membership and collect 
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dues had put it back on a healthy footing. At that point, 
Barr estimated a paid-up membership of 276, with quite 
a substantial number who had been members but were 
behind with their dues. In 1946 the ALA managed to 
put out at least three numbers of ALA News, but this 
was more a news-sheet than a magazine and by 1948 the 
organisation was reduced to providing a mimeographed 
newsletter.'” Although such well-known artists as 
Milton Avery, Evergood, Reinhardt, Sloan and Moses 
Soyer all participated in a fund-raising scheme for the 
ALA in that year, this could not save the League from 
dissolution in 1949. That there were further reasons for 
its demise will be shown later. 

At its inception in 1943 the ALA had its own gallery at 
13 Astor Place, but perhaps the space at 77 Fifth Avenue 
where it moved in early 1945 was all taken up by the 
ALA School, for there does not seem to have been one 
es were discontinued and 
the space remodelled as a gallery and clubroom. In 


there until 1947, when clas 





1948, the gallery put on five shows, none of which seems 
to have been a success, for only one painting was sold 
and the average number of visitors was between 150 and 
200.'* The ALa’s main group exhibitions seem to have 
been very mixed displays. The first of these was held 
at the prestigious Wildenstein Gallery in March 1943 
under the title ‘This Is Our War’, and featured such 
prominent artists as David Burliuk, Cikovsky, Evergood, 
Gropper, Kent, Léger, Lozowick, Marsh, Olds, Ribak 
and Moses and Raphael Soyer, with less established 
figures such as Hirsch and Keller. Wildenstein declined 
to show a second exhibition entitled The Bill Of Rights 
- A Document of Today, giving as his reason the misbe- 
haviour of some persons at the crowded opening of the 
first, and the fact that he had received ‘much criticism’ 
for putting on a show of ‘that character’ at all.’ A 
Second Annual Exhibition, held at the Peikin Galleries 
in April-May 1944, was a small display of only sixty-five 
works, from which most of the bigger names who had 
participated in ‘This Is Our War’ were absent.” I have 
been unable to locate a catalogue of the 1945 exhibi- 
tion,”! but that of 1946 was a much larger affair, held at 
the Riverside Museum on Riverside Drive. It included 
works by 132 artists, although a high proportion of 
them were unknowns and some of the most talented ALA 
members did not take part. In a review in the Daily 
Worker, Marion Summers took the exhibition as symp- 
tomatic of the way many leading progressive artists 
ignored the ALA: ‘Many of them, and this includes many 
of the Left, are keeping their skirts clean. Is it that they 
are afraid it won’t be good for business? Are they afraid 
that the company is not toney enough?’ He blamed this 
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lack of solidarity on the boom in the art market, and 
complained that too many artists ‘are concerned now 
only with maintaining the production of their particular 
commodity.’ Summers’s explanation seems plausible 
enough and, as Rockwell Kent observed, the ALA was 
more important as a focus for the commitments and 
professional ambitions of lesser-known artists than as a 
forum for established talents to display their political 
allegiances.” 


The Victory Workshop and the 
Graphic Workshop 


One offshoot of the Ata that merits particular attention 
is the Victory Workshop, since more than any other 
aspect of the League’s activities, it was this that imple- 
mented the policy of using members’ talents to direct 
political effect. The workshop was set up in 1942 and 
had an impressive list of sponsors, including Francis 
Brennan, chief of the graphics division of the Office of 
War Information; Dr Alvin Johnson, director of the New 
School for Social Research in New York; and Howard 
Willard, president of the American Advertising Guild. 
Its executive secretary and leading organisational light 
was Charles Keller, a young artist (b. 1914) who had 
studied with Harry Sternberg and Will Barnet, and 
joined the Communist Party in 1940. The Victory Work- 
shop initially had a studio at 47 East 12th Street, but 
was forced to move in the summer of 1943, eventually 
taking space at 182 Third Avenue. The single most 
important event in the Workshop’s history was the exhi- 
bition Art, A Weapon of Total War, put on under its 
auspices at the New School for Social Research in 
March-April 1943. This was prepared for by a confer- 
ence in January attended by 150-200 artists, and 
addressed by Francis Brennan and Barney Conal, the 
war service director of the clo, among others. A series of 
six workshop evenings followed, each devoted to dif- 
ferent fine or commercial art skills. The aim of the exhi- 
bition (and of the Victory Workshop generally) was to 
add a progressive political voice to the torrent of educa- 
tional and propaganda material being put out by the 
federal government and many other voluntary, labour 
and business organisations. Suggestions for topics and 
media included the following: murals and panels for 
factory rest-rooms, cafeterias, union halls and workers? 
housing; prints for individual sales, exhibition and 
silkscreen murals; sculpture for floats, puppets and 
window and lobby displays; and various visual aids. In 
the event, trade unions, the Office of War Information 
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and other organisations sent in materials for the show, 
and it was accompanied by a conference of trade union 
educational directors. 

The 1943 exhibition may have gained the Victory 
Workshop useful contacts, but it was essentially a left- 
wing alternative to Artists for Victory, and could not 
compete with that body in terms of prestige and con- 
nections. In 1943, propaganda work for the labour 
movement — where the ambitions of the Workshop par- 
ticularly lay — was partly taken over by the cro Political 
Action Committee, which had its own art department. 
The Victory Workshop was still going in 1945,” but as 
the war drew to a close its raison d’étre necessarily 
altered. Initially it metamorphosed into the Dreiser 
Workshop (combining for a while with writers and 
dramatists), before emerging as the Graphic Workshop 
under the direction of Jay Landau. In Charles Keller’s 
words, this new grouping represented ‘the eternal hope 
of a few die-hard artists to develop a workshop in Ny 
along the lines of the Taller [de] Grafica Popular of 
Mexico.”*° The Graphic Workshop operated from a 
space on East 14th Street where various printmaking 
facilities were available. The ‘workshop’ title signified 
both a cooperative model of artistic production and also 
the idea of art with a purpose. According to Keller, it 
was a group of artists motivated by ‘social and political 
conscience’, who wanted to develop an art for ‘trade 
union audiences’ rather than those of ‘57th St.’ To this 
end two types of work were envisaged: ‘service work’ 
and ‘creative original projects which we prepare our- 
selves & attempt to market; folios of wood-cuts, calen- 
dars, books, etc.” The first involved working with the 
arts and sciences division of Progressive Citizens of 
America, and producing posters and leaflets for the 
Wallace campaign. The main fruits of the second type of 
activity were two folios of print reproductions: Yes, the 
People! and Negro USA.*8 The former comprised repro- 
ductions of ten prints by seven artists, and appeared 
at the end of 1948. The series was stylistically diverse, 
ranging from the straightforward naturalism of Helen 
Maris’s Children (which had no discernible ‘social’ 
theme) through the Orozcoesque forms of Charles 
White’s two contributions, to Expressionistic wood- 
cuts by Phyllis Skolnick, Irving Amen and Antonio 
Frasconi.”” Kent’s response crystallises some of the con- 
tradictions involved in trying to produce a popular art 
within the framework of the artist’s print. When Keller 
told him about the print series in a letter of October 
1947, Kent had warned in his reply that it could not 
“serve two markets’, and that if it was ‘finally acceptable 
by labor it will not be found acceptable on 57th. Street.’ 


153. Antonio Frasconi, Farmer with Hayloader, 1948, from 
Workshop of Graphic Art, Yes, the People!, reproduction of 
woodcut. © Antonio Frasconi/Licensed by vaca, New York, N.Y. 


The result was, in his view, ‘off the beam’, and he was 
‘very critical of the manner and content of some of the 
prints’, singling out especially Frasconi’s Farmer with 
Hayloader (fig. 153). There is more at issue here than 
simply the conservatism of Kent’s taste, for, as he 
observed in a letter of 1946, there was already a suc- 
cessful ‘people’s art’ in the work of artists such as 
Norman Rockwell that ‘socially conscious artists’ were 
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unable to rival? The problem was that the Graphic 
Workshop artists were not prepared simply to repress 
their formal and expressive interests for the sake of 
straightforward communication as Kent advised. They 
expected their audience to make some effort to learn 
about art — in this respect their attitude echoes that of 
the wpa printmakers. However, the Workshop had only 
a brief time to build this audience, for in 1951 it was 
disbanded due to FB1 harassment.*! 


The Arts, Sciences and Professions 


One of the long-term problems of the ALA was that its 
aims overlapped with those of two other bodies, the 
Independent Citizens’ Committee of the Arts, Sciences 
and Professions (iccasp) and the Artists Equity 
Association (AEA). The first of these began life in 1944 as 
the Independent Voters Committee of the Arts and 
Sciences for Roosevelt (1vcasr), which was committed 
to securing the president’s fourth term on the principle 
that his leadership was necessary to secure both victory 
and a progressive peace settlement. It was allied with the 
National Citizens’ Political Action Committee (NCPAC), 
which had been initiated by the c1o’s Political Action 
Committee, the brainchild of Sidney Hillman. The role 
of Communists in the organising work of the C1o-PAc 
was common knowledge and a highly controversial 
issue in the 1944 presidential election campaign, when 
it was frequently labelled a front by Roosevelt’s oppo- 
nents.» Communists probably played an even more 
important role in the 1ccasp (which succeeded Ivcasr in 
January 1945), although claims that it was set up by the 
Party should be treated with caution.** From its officers 
and the list of ‘initiating sponsors’ IccAsP appeared to 
be an organisation dominated by entertainers and 
Hollywood celebrities, and its ability to get the glitterati 
to endorse liberal political stances was the object of 
much pointed comment. Its chairman was the interna- 
tional portrait sculptor Jo Davidson and its treasurer the 
actor Frederic March. Other famous personalities who 
associated themselves with it included James Cagney, 
Eddie Cantor, Aaron Copland, Duke Ellington, Oscar 
Hammerstein, Walter Huston, Gene Kelly, Canada Lee, 
Edward G. Robinson, Frank Sinatra and Orson Welles. 
Albert Einstein and Thomas Mann also lent their 
names.” 

Of course, this is not to say that Communists and 
fellow-travellers did not play an important role in 
iccasP, but to see the organisation as only a front or its 
members as dupes of Party manipulation is to miss the 
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nature of the ‘social liberalism’ of the 1930s and 1940s. 
That is, it seems more convincing to accept that there 
was a coherent liberal ideology in that period from 
within which it was possible to see the Soviet Union as 
embodying certain shared progressive values whatever 
the deformities of its political system. For liberals of 
this persuasion, both the increasingly aggressive foreign 
policy stance of the Truman administration and _ its 
domestic policies were alike a betrayal of the New Deal 
legacy, and to some they appeared incipiently fascistic.** 
The motivating impulse behind the formation of 
IVCASR seems to have come from Davidson, who with 
twelve others sent out a letter to sympathetic artists, 
writers, musicians, actors and professionals in July 
1944. According to 1vcasr’s published report, this 
attracted more than 1,500 members in less than six 
weeks, who put together an impressive programme of 
electioneering activities.*° Davidson might be taken as 
the very type of the ‘social liberal’. He had been to the 
USSR in 1924 when he made portrait busts of Soviet 
leaders, and he was an ardent supporter of the Spanish 
Republic, visiting the battle front in 1938. That he had 
socialist leanings and was sympathetic towards the ussR 
and the postwar ‘People’s Democracies’ is obvious. 
However, there is also no doubt of Davidson’s political 
independence and he was affronted when former friends 
cooled towards him after he visited Yugoslavia in 1949 
and took the Yugoslav side against the Soviet Union.” 
When questioned about the role of Communists in 
iccasp by Time magazine in 1946, Davidson and the 
organisation’s national executive director, Hannah 
Dorner, replied that this had been greatly exaggerated 
and that ‘Communists have no more to do with its 
course than fleas do with a dog’s.’ Privately, Davidson 
acknowledged that Communists might be ‘an important 
factor in our thinking’, but he bitterly resented the sug- 
gestion either that they were a liability or that they 
should be formally excluded, seeing the latter suggestion 
as a betrayal of liberal commitment to civil liberties.** 
Roosevelt secured re-election in 1944 by the smallest 
margin of any of his four terms, and the campaign 
against him was marked by ominous red-baiting. It is 
thus no surprise that in the aftermath of the election a 
circular announcing the transformation of Ivcasr into 
iccasp should observe that: ‘The immediate future pre- 
sents a challenge that is as great if not greater than that 
presented by the election.’ The new organisation was 
conceived as a permanent body with a paid professional 
staff, which would campaign for the extension of 
democracy, world-wide peace through the agency of the 
United Nations, and employment and ‘a decent living 
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standard for all’. To achieve these ends it would issue 
publications, organise meetings and forums, produce 
radio programmes and take part in political campaigns, 
The main method was to be that of the ‘Caravan’ - 
meetings arranged with the cooperation of local organi- 
zations, for which 1ccasp would provide a dramatic 
unit, a political speaker and assistance with publicity, 
Members were organised into sub-committees con- 
cerned with theatre, radio, literature, film, art, science 
and technology, music, education, medicine and jour- 
nalism. In early 1946, 1ccasP claimed a membership of 
10,000 and by September of that year this had risen 

to 18,500. While it had chapters in a number of cities, 

predictably that in New York was the largest and 

fastest growing.” 

ALA members participated in 1ccasp from the begin- 
ning, and the executive board of the art division was 
packed with leftists, many of whom were also in the 
League.*” Rockwell Kent had all along favoured the idea 
of ‘a small group of artists of reputation’ who would 
constitute themselves as a ‘committee of action’, and 
ICCASP’s art division was far closer to this than the ALA. 
However, ICCAsP was an organisation of liberals, whose 
leading figures were at best prepared to tolerate Com- 
munists as allies. While Kent recommended that ALA 
members should enter it in numbers, he also advised that 
they should ‘avoid all efforts at control or to any action 
that might alienate the more conservative, but very 
important, people who now run it’ (sic). Even by March 
1945, one of Kent’s correspondents reported that there 
was much talk of ‘duplicity of purpose’ between the two 
organisations, and this was certainly a view he shared. 
In 1948 he acknowledged as much in a letter to the ALA 
secretary, Daniel Koerner, and in the following year he 
resigned from the presidency. By this time the League 
was effectively defunct.*! 

The activities of the 1ccasp art division included the 
production of a pamphlet explaining how artists could 
copyright their work, the drawing up of a draft bill with 
the music and theatre divisions to establish a Federal 
Bureau of Fine Arts, and work with cro unions. The 
division also organised visual propaganda for the 1946 
Congressional election campaign, in which 1ccasp’s 
campaign was to mobilise votes for progressive candi- 
dates as a counterweight to a Democratic administration 
that had now ‘made a clean break with the traditions of 
the New Deal’ and taken a position on labour and 
foreign policy ‘indistinguishable from that of the 
Republican Party’. 

As things worked out, the hopes that Rockwell Kent 
(and many others) invested in 1ccasp were misplaced, 


for the kind of Democratic Front strategy the organisa- 
tion represented became unworkable in the climate of 
the postwar period. The end of the war left both the 
NcPAC and 1ccasp without any compelling slogan on 
which to base mass appeal, and the spirit of wartime 
anti-fascism, on which they had relied so much in the 
past, could not be galvanised against the unsavoury 
regimes of Spain or Argentina. Soviet policies in Poland 
and elsewhere in Eastern Europe offended significant 
sectors of the American electorate, and also conflicted 
with the Truman administration’s determination to 
establish us hegemony. Thus by the time of the founding 
meeting of the United Nations in San Francisco in May 
1945, ICCASP already found itself at odds with key 
aspects of administration policy.** ; 

Further, the liberal camp itself was increasingly 
divided. In spring 1946, the clo-PAc, NCPAC and ICCASP 
issued a call for a Conference of Progressives, which was 
held in Chicago in September. On this occasion, despite 
the stock Democratic Front character of many of the 
planks (which included a Federal Fine Arts Bill),** anti- 
Communist statements by Harold Ickes and the cio 
president Philip Murray revealed just how tenuous the 
wartime alliances had become. The Union for Demo- 
cratic Action (founded in 1941), which had always 
refused to work with Communists, did not participate in 
the Chicago conference and sought to discredit the occa- 
sion by showing that it was Communist-infiltrated. The 
disastrous showing of the Democratic Party in the mid- 
term elections of 1946 (despite some significant gains in 
the South) contributed to the backlash against coopera- 
tion with Communists, since many liberals blamed 
Democratic defeats on Communist suppport for the 
party. Shortly after, Harold Ickes and several other 
prominent figures resigned from the 1ccasP because of 
perceived Communist domination of the organisation. 
At the end of 1946, the NcPac and 1ccasp merged to 
form Progressive Citizens of America (pCa), and a week 
later the Union for Democratic Action reformed as 
Americans for Democratic Action, which rejected any 
association with Communists. The split in liberal ranks 
had become a chasm.** 

Having initially embraced Truman in 1945, ICCASP 
had increasingly found itself at odds with both his 
aggressive anti-Soviet foreign policy and his hostility to 
labour and accommodation of Southern racism at home, 
so that the reactionary forces against which the Pca 
directed its energies were increasingly forces within the 
United States itself, and especially within the Demo- 
cratic Party. The pca opposed the Truman Doctrine and 
the Marshall Plan, and from the outset identified itself 
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with Henry Wallace, whom Truman had fired as Secre- 
tary of State for Commerce in September 1946 because 
of disagreements over administration policy towards 
the ussr. Throughout 1947, Wallace spoke out against 
the military build-up and the imperialist policies of the 
administration, which he described as incipiently fascis 
tic. His appeals for international cooperation together 
with his calls for a planned economy made him seem 
a credible focus for a third-party movement. On 16 
December, the Pca executive formally endorsed the 
setting up of a New Party, and on the 29th Wallace 
announced he would run as its presidential candidate. 
However, whatever its criticisms of the administration, 
the leadership of the c1o was not prepared to back a 
third party, and in 1947-8 it was increasingly won over 
to Truman by the Marshall Plan and the president’s veto 
of the Taft-Hartley Bill — despite the fact that this was 
utterly ineffectual. The new party was opposed by many 
prominent liberals, and Wallace’s stance towards the 
ussr, together with the cp’s endorsement of his cam- 
paign, enabled the cro leadership and Truman Demo- 
crats to paint it as Communist-dominated. Although the 
Progressive Party attracted the support of prominent 





intellectuals such as Albert Einstein, Thomas Mann and 
Frank Lloyd Wright, Wallace suffered a crushing defeat 
in the presidential elections of November 1948, attract- 
ing little more than a million votes.*° 

With the formation of the rca, the art division of the 
iccaspP transferred to the new body under the chairman- 
ship of Robert Gwathmey.”” In 1947 its most important 
activity seems to have been to protest against the scrap- 
ping of an international touring exhibition of works 
purchased by the State Department, Advancing 
American Art, as a result of Republicans in the House 
Appropriations Sub-Committee labelling the art it con- 
tained Communistic — a tactic that was part of a larger 
campaign to smear the Truman administration.** The art 
division called a protest meeting at the Capitol Hotel in 
New York in May 1947, which led to an artists’ petition 
being sent to Truman and Secretary of State Marshall, 
and to a five-person artists’ delegation visiting the State 
Department. A 5c pamphlet, The State Department and 
Art, was subsequently published, which quoted from the 
Sub-Committee hearings and the Congressional Record 
to identify who was actually behind the cancellation, 
and illustrate their reactionary attitudes in other matters 
too. The pamphlet described the episode as ‘one of the 
clearest cases of fascist-like censorship upon an entire 
level of American culture’, and linked it with earlier 
attacks on the New Deal art programmes.”’ In October, 
the whole question of cultural freedom and civil rights 
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was the theme of a national conference of the arts, sci- 
ences and professions of the pca held at New York’s 
Hotel Commodore. This included a panel on art chaired 
by John D. Morse, with J. LeRoy Davidson (the former 
State Department employee who had co-organized the 
Advancing American Art show), Lincoln Kirstein, 
Oliver Larkin and Jacob Lawrence as speakers.*” 

In mid-1948, as Progressive Citizens of America 
merged with what was still called the New Party, its arts, 
sciences and professions divisions again assumed inde- 
pendent identity as the National Council of the Arts, 
Sciences and Professions (NcaspP). (Arts, Sciences and 
Professions had always been conceived as an indepen- 
dent pressure group rather than the appendage of a 
political party, and the membership was divided over the 
third-party campaign and the Wallace candidacy.) The 
ncaspP launched its own monthly magazine, Uncensored, 
which as the title suggests was particularly concerned 
with the increasingly repressive atmosphere generated 
by the activities of the House Committee on Un- 
American Activities, the Justice Department and Fst, 
and the administration’s Loyalty Oath Programme.*! It 
also recorded the intimidation and violence directed 
against Progressive Party spokespersons and supporters. 
The honorary chairman of the Ncasp was Jo Davidson, 
and the chairman Harlow Shapley. Vice-chairmen 
included familiar names from the left such as Max 
Weber, Lillian Hellman, John Howard Lawson and Paul 
Robeson; while ‘Members-at-Large’ grouped Evergood, 
Howard Fast, Langston Hughes and Albert Maltz with 
W. E. B. Du Bois, Albert Einstein and Thomas Mann. 
The key issue for the artists of the Ncasp in the Progres- 
sive Party campaign was the insertion of a ‘Cultural 
Plank’ into the platform of the party at its convention in 
Philadelphia in July 1948, which was believed to cover 
the setting up of a Department of Fine Arts on a perma- 
nent basis to realise the promise of the wpa arts projects 
and initiate a national cultural programme. 

Sponsors of the Cultural Plank of the Ncasp included 
not only the familiar roster of artists with longstanding 
Communist connections but also less expected figures 
such as Paul Cadmus, Katherine Dreier and Baroness 
Hillar Rebay, who had had no such affiliations. Many of 
the same names appeared in the committee of ‘Artists 
for Wallace’, a body launched in June 1948 with Max 
Weber as chairman and Robert Gwathmey as acting sec- 
retary.’’ What all this serves to illustrate is that in 1948 
plenty of those who had been members of the Commu- 
nist Party or who had cooperated with it to varying 
degrees of intensity in the 1930s and the war period 
could be counted on to rally to the political organisation 
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that seemed to represent the best hopes for a revival of 
New Deal politics. In the list of sponsors for the Ncasp 
cultural programme there appeared, among others, 
Avery, Ben-Zion, Blume, Cikovsky, Dehn, Evergood, 
Gottlieb, Greenwood, Gross, Gwathmey, Hirsch, Kent, 
Levine, Millman, Olds, Pereira, Reinhardt, Reisman, 
Refregier, Siporin, the Soyer brothers, Strand, Ward, 
Weber and Zorach. For them, at least, the spirit of the 
Democratic Front lived on.* 


The Waldorf Conference 


The defeat of the Progressive Party campaign in 1948 
did not bring to an end the Ncasp. Its last major act was 
the organisation of the Cultural and Scientific Confer- 
ence for World Peace, held in New York on 25-7 
March 1949. The Waldorf Conference, as it became 
known, took place in the improbable venue of the 
Waldorf Astoria Hotel, and achieved a mythical status 
for Wallaceite progressives and anti-Stalinist liberals 
alike. For the former the refusal of the State Department 
to grant visas to some of the invited guests and the 
demonstrations outside the Conference confirmed the 
climate of intolerance that had been whipped up against 
progressive forces.** For the latter, the Conference itself 
showed the effectiveness of the international Commu- 
nist propaganda machine. One of the key charges made 
against the Conference was that it was in essence a 
re-run of the Communist-sponsored World Conference 
of Intellectuals for Peace held at Wroclaw (formerly 
Breslau) in Poland in August 1948, at which the denun- 
ciations of Western culture by the Soviet novelist A. A. 
Fadeyev had outraged representatives from the bour- 
geois democracies.* In fact, the NCASP seems to have 
been planning a peace conference since May 1948 but, 
having said that, Jo Davidson was a us delegate at 
Wroclaw and was subsequently elected to the Interna- 
tional Secretariat of the Congrés Mondial des Intel- 
lectuels pour la Paix.’ The ‘Prologue’ to the published 
proceedings, Speaking of Peace, was written by an 
anonymous New York journalist, who claimed that 
while there were ‘a half dozen outspoken Communists’ 
among the conference’s backers, the ‘majority were 
clearly no sort of revolutionaries, but merely New Deal 
liberals or progressives’. This was only partly true, in 
that among the 532 film and theatre people, artists, 
writers, scientists and academics who sponsored the 
conference there were at least fifty who had regularly 
associated with the Communist Party in varying ways.° 
However, it is also clear that this group was numerically 


overwhelmed by liberals and progressives with famous 
names, such as Aaron Copland, Albert Einstein, 
Panofsky and William Wyler. 

It has been suggested that the aim of the organisers 
was ‘to have famous people get together and praise 
Russia’, but this was not the spirit of Wallaceite liber- 
alism and is not born out by the proceedings.*” Of the 
plenary speakers, several emphasised that the responsi- 
bility for international tensions lay on both sides, and 
both Shapley and Frederick Schuman (professor of polit- 
ical science at Williams College) referred to the restric- 
tions on personal freedom in the Eastern bloc. One 
plenary speaker, the magazine editor Norman Cousins, 
even delivered a direct attack on the Conference and 
its organisers.°” However, while anti-Stalinists such as 
Mary McCarthy and Dwight Macdonald were given 
opportunities to speak from the floor, the platform 
speakers were almost uniformly progressive liberals, 
Communists or fellow-travellers.°' Thus the criticisms of 
American culture voiced by seasoned leftists such 
as John Howard Lawson, Clifford Odets and Philip 
Evergood were hardly balanced by Aaron Copland’s 
argument that the unfriendly policies of the State 
Department towards Soviet musicians could not be 
redressed by Soviet attacks on Western culture and a 
closing of doors to Western influence, and set-piece 
statements on the virtues of Soviet culture by Fadeyev, 
Shostakovich and the film-maker Sergei Gerasimov were 
not really opened to discussion. Although the national 
executive committee of the Ncasp told themselves that 
the Waldorf Conference had been a great success, it 
further contributed to the organisation’s reputation as a 
Communist front and saddled it with crippling debts.” 


Erwin 








Artists Equity Association 


The new Democratic administration of 1949, while 
nominally committed to the principles of the New Deal, 
stood for a ‘get tough’ policy with the ussr abroad and 
anti-Communism at home. In the late 1940s, relations 
with the Soviet Union further deteriorated as a result of 
the Communist seizure of power in Czechoslovakia in 
early 1948, and the increasing success of the Chinese 
Communists against the Kuomintang, culminating in 
their final victory in 1949. The next year brought the 
Korean War, It was in this atmosphere that the so-called 
Foley Square trials of eleven members of the Party’s 
national board under the Smith Act took place. This was 
only the most prominent of a wave of prosecutions and 
witch-hunts, in which labour and liberals, for the most 
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part, cooperated. The Party responded to this concerted 
persecution and to its political ineffectiveness by engag- 
ing in its own internal witch-hunts, by a kind of ‘turning 
inward’. Fear of Fp plants within the Party was so great 
that any who were inactive or showed signs of dissent 
were purged. Only those who had demonstrated unfail- 
ing loyalty to the leadership were deemed reliable — a 
principle that tended to reduce the majority of members 
once again to the foreign-born.” In 1951, the leader- 
ship, convinced that war was inevitable and the Party 
would shortly be declared illegal, ordered selected 
cadres to go underground. In these circumstances, the cp 
could no longer serve as the focus for a broad cultural 
movement in the way that it once had. The problems 
that the worsening climate created for the Party’s artist 
activists can be registered through the early history of 
the Artists Equity Association (AEA). 

established in 1947 and 
was conceived as a purely professional organisation to 





Artists Equity was formally 


assist artists in their relations with dealers and museums, 
taking Actors Equity as its model. Some of those 
involved in its creation were also members of the ALA, 
but the executive of that body was not entirely approv- 
ing of what they conceived to be a new apolitical organ- 
isation, the economic functions of which overlapped 
with their own. By 1948, AEA had 1,300 members, and 
the following year it had 1,500 spread over thirty-eight 
states.’ With Yasuo Kuniyoshi as its president and 
such respectable figures as John Taylor Arms, William 
Zorach, William Hayter and Eugene Speicher among its 
vice-presidents, it was able to attract precisely the kind 
of established artists the ALA could not. Something of the 
image AEA sought to project may be deduced from the 
fact that the first membership meeting in 1947 was held 
at the Museum of Modern Art, and was addressed by 
René d’Harnoncourt, Juliana Force and Francis Taylor 
among others. However, the composition of its leading 
officers and the prohibition on activities of a ‘partisan 
aesthetic or political character’ does not tell the whole 
story. While the list of fifty-three founding members of 
the organisation included prominent artists such as Guy 
Péne du Bois, Henry McFee, Charles Sheeler and 
Franklin Watkins who had never associated with the 
left, around half had been signatories of the call for the 
American Artists’ Congress in 1935 or had otherwise 
distinguished themselves as leftists. Moreover, while by 
no means an overwhelming presence, cP members and 
fellow-travellers such as Gottlieb, Hirsch, Siporin and 
Sternberg were to figure prominently in its executive 
committees. This is probably another instance of the 
Party being able to exert influence in non-Communist 
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organisations because of the willingness of those asso- 
ciated with it to undertake the mundane committee 
work which that with less firm commitments generally 
avoided. 

Just how significant their influence was is difficult to 
evaluate, partly because so many artists were probably 
still attached to one or other of the competing forms of 
liberalism at this stage, but the political stances AEA took 
were certainly left of centre. At the first regular member- 
ship meeting in April 1947 resolutions were passed con- 
demning the cancellation of the Advancing American 
Art exhibition, and calling for the setting up of state and 
federal art projects. In the following year, the honorary 
president Leon Kroll read a resolution to the annual 
meeting condemning the tactics of the House Committee 
on Un-American Activities as ‘a threat to freedom of 
expression for workers in all the arts’, and supporting 
the Stop the Censorship Committee. At the 1950 
meeting, Jack Levine (a director) tabled a resolution 
calling for AEA publicly to oppose the infamous Mundt 
Bill, which became the basis of the McCarran Internal 
Security Act, although after much discussion the issue 
was referred to the directors.°° None of these resolutions 
represented positions that Roosevelt liberals would have 
found difficult to endorse, but by the late 1940s liberals 
were increasingly being painted as Communist sympa- 
thisers by the Congressional right and their allies. On 
25 March 1949, Representative George Dondero (R. 
Michigan) denounced aga at length before the House, 
claiming that of its officers, directors and governors, 
sixty-nine had ‘left-wing connections’ and that most 
of its members were ‘soldiers of the revolution — in 
smocks’(!). Dondero could indeed show that some of 
those he cited, such as Evergood, Gropper, Gwathmey 
and Weber, had longstanding links with Communist- 
sponsored organisations and publications. However, 
some of his accusations about Communist influence in 
the art press were ludicrous, and he did not distinguish 
between membership in Popular Front bodies such as 
the American Artists’ Congress (to which many liberals 
belonged) and genuine Communist commitments. One 
of the main ‘subversive’ organisations in which progres- 
sive liberals played a prominent role was the NcAsF. As 
Dondero pointed out, leading ara figures such as Jo 
Davidson, Leon Kroll, Paul Manship and Hudson 
Walker were all members. But the NCASF was only ‘sub- 
versive’ because it was on the attorney general’s List of 
Subversive Organizations, against which there was no 
appeal.” 

In the aftermath of Dondero’s attack, Hudson Walker 
visited him in Washington in an attempt to explain that 
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AEA was concerned only with artists’ “economic prob- 
lems’, but met with a hostile reception: “Mr Dondero 
replied that he was interested in doing away with 
any organization if it has even a few Communists.’ 
However, Dondero’s attacks did not destroy AEA, and 
indeed in the early 1950s its New York chapter seemed 
to be going from strength to strength. In the early 
summer of 1951, it put on an exhibition of 550 works at 
the Whitney Museum and thereby raised $52,000 for a 
building fund.® A mortgage was taken out on a prop- 
erty at 13 East 67th Street, which was to become ‘the 
first major [A]merican art center bought, created and 
manned solely by artists’. Exhibitions, forums, lectures 
and workshops were all planned.” Yet despite fund- 
raising successes, tensions within the chapter led the 
national board to cancel the 1951 elections and suspend 
the chapter from further activities until new ones had 
been held. One issue of contention seems to have been 
practical problems in running the 67th Street building, 
another that the programme that those who had worked 
for it envisaged was in advance of what some of the 
membership wanted. The final straw was ardent canvas- 
ing for a particular slate in the 1953 elections. A state- 
ment put out by the national board of directors 
in June reveals that the chapter had become divided 
between the administration and a vocal ‘opposition’ 
which claimed the organisation was being run autocrati- 
cally. About forty members resigned; there were legal 
threats and also some political name-calling.”! Certainly, 
a number of Communist artists were active in the 
New York chapter, but whether the divisions between 
‘administration’ and ‘opposition’ were on straightfor- 
ward political lines is not clear. It is likely that members 
of the opposition objected to the Resolution against the 
Mundt Bill mentioned earlier, and also to the involve- 
ment of AEA with UNESCO, which was regarded by the 
Congressional Right as a ‘subversive plot’. Also divisive 
was an open letter from the New York chapter to the 
Museum of Modern Art protesting about the museum’s 
running of the competition for a monument to ‘The 
Unknown Political Prisoner’, which had occasioned a 
considerable furore. The board of directors disapproved 
of the tone of the letter, and also felt it had infringed on 
the prerogatives of the national organisation.” 

In 1954 the aga national organisation took over the 
New York chapter and its building, and New York 
members did not regain their status as an autonomous 
chapter until 1956.” The repercussions of all this are 
indicated by notes for a talk by Harry Gottlieb, prob- 
ably from the mid-r9 50s, in which he observes that AEA 
had ceased to be a ‘coalition’ organisation and was now 


‘right led’, with the result that progressives within it 
were subject to red-baiting. The new situation obliged 
Communist artists to ‘work with anyone who agrees 
with us on a minimum program’, and he urged them to 
do the ‘normal things artists do’ so that they should not 
appear to set themselves apart.”* In effect, Communists 
were marginalised in the AEA in the same way as they 
were in the American trade union movement over the 
years 1948-50.” 


The Defence of the Rincon Post 
Office Murals 


Artists Equity did play a prominent role in the episode 
that perhaps more than any other came to symbolise the 
art world’s resistance to McCarthyism, namely the cam- 
paign to defend Anton Refregier’s murals in the Rincon 
Annex Post Office in San Francisco. But it did so only as 
one body within a much larger alliance that involved 
many liberals and prominent art-world professionals. 

Refregier (1905-79) had won the $26,000 commis- 
sion for the Rincon murals in 1941 in one of the largest 
of the Section’s national competitions. Originally the 
scheme comprised twenty-seven panels (later increased 
to twenty-nine), to be painted in casein tempera. The 
war delayed realisation of the project, which was even- 
tually executed over the years 1946-8. I mentioned 
earlier Refregier as a tireless activist in collective 
organisations of the 1930s, who had done extensive 
illustrational work for New Masses, union magazines 
and agitational pamphlets. But at the same time he was 
a cosmopolitan and successful artist. Russian-born, 
Refregier emigrated to the United States in 1920 and 
trained at the Rhode Island School of Design and later at 
Hans Hofmann’s school in Munich. From the late 1920s 
he made a career as a set designer and decorative painter, 
working with modern architects and designers such 
as Henry Dreyfuss, Norman Bel Geddes and 
Percival Goodman, in this last role producing murals 
for hotels, liners, restaurants and private residences. 
Under the New Deal, he had received commissions from 
both the wpa and Treasury Section. 

In 1942 Refregier visited San Francisco to assess the 
building and do preliminary research. At the Society of 
California Pioneers, ‘a group of ancient ladies’ informed 
him that they regarded his work as an unjustifiable 
expenditure of taxpayers’ money, and subsequently 
wrote to the Republican Senator Thomas Dewey to 
complain. It was a foretaste of what was to come. 
However, the controversy the murals eventually pro- 
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duced was very much a symptom of the Cold War 
climate, rather than just an effect of their intrinsic radi- 
calism. Indeed, Refregier knew there were limits to 
what he could ‘get away with’ and acknowledged, for 
instance, that he could not properly represent the ‘terri- 
ble exploitation’ of Native Americans.” None the less, 
his whole conception was very much in the spirit of 
Democratic Front Americanism, and in the context of 
the later 1940s and early 1950s the conservative forces 
that might have attacked such a scheme in the previous 
decade were vastly more powerful. 

Informed by what appears to have been a thorough 
grounding in Communist theory, together with a reading 
of the WPA Guide to California,” Refregier’s History 
of California is a record of struggle and conflict, with 
labour omnipresent. Around the post office walls, 
anonymous workers build railroads, reconstruct the city 
after the Great Fire, raise the Golden Gate Bridge and 
labour in the wartime shipyards. But the city’s popula- 
tion is also represented as divided over such issues as the 
Civil War, the immigration of Chinese labour and the 
Mooney-Billings case. When the murals were completed 
in 1948, Masses & Mainstream hailed them as ‘a living 
record of the struggles of California’s pioneers of yes- 
terday and today’: ‘The frontier is the leitmotiv of the 
paintings; a frontier which shifts almost imperceptibly 
from man’s struggles with a vast and encompassing 
nature to his pioneering battles within a social order 
which thwarts him more seriously than any natural 
limits.”” 

From a conservative perspective, however, the 
murals’ emphasis on conflict was inappropriate, even 
‘treasonous’: they made ‘[eJarly Californians’ look ‘a 
goonish lot, spending much time beating Chinese and 
Mexicans’.*” As Aline Louchheim noted in 1953, critics 
of the murals found them ‘subversive’ on two counts, 
either because of their ‘general point of view’ or because 
of ‘specific details’ - although often the two must have 
blended together.*! Certainly, plenty of objections were 
raised about ‘specific details’ during the course of 
painting. The American Legion, Mexican Embassy, 
San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, Veterans of 
Foreign Wars and various other bodies all registered 
complaints with the Public Buildings Administration 
(amplified in the Hearst press), to which the artist was 
forced to respond by making numerous departures from 
his original conception. For instance, the relevant plac- 
ards carried by workers in a panel showing The Cele- 
bration of the Inauguration of the 8 Hour Day were 
removed and it was ambiguously retitled Torchlight Pro- 
cession (fig. 154). The Veterans of Foreign Wars forced 
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154 Anton Refregier, Torchlight Procession, 1946-8, casein 
tempera, Rincon Center, San Francisco. 


the painting out of a veteran’s cap from a section of the 
panel representing the 1934 Waterfront Strike, in which 
the Veterans’ annual memorial to two of the strike’s 
martyrs is depicted (fig. 155). Most symptomatic of all 
were criticisms levelled at the last three panels, War and 
Peace (fig. 156), from which a portrait of Roosevelt was 
excised. Not surprisingly, the inclusion of the hammer 
and sickle motif in flanking panels representing the 
wartime alliance against fascism and the first meeting of 
the United Nations prompted much hostile comment.** 
From a Communist perspective, one of the most 
gratifying features of the struggle around the Rincon 
Annex murals in 1947-8 must have been the support 
Refregier received from organised labour via a specially 
constituted Artists and Labor Committee, support that 
focussed around the Waterfront - 1934 panel. The 
National Union of Marine Cooks and Stewards, 
National Maritime Union and International Longshore- 
men’s and Warehousemen’s Union all protested over the 
threat of censorship, and Refregier addressed a meeting 
of 20,000 1Lwu members under the auspices of Harry 
Bridges. In May, the San Francisco c1o Council organ- 
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ised a picket around the Post Office to defend the 
murals.®? However, with its emphasis on the veteran 
status of the strike martyrs and its inclusion of the stars 
and stripes, Waterfront - 1934 was entirely conceived 
within the limiting framework of the Democratic 
Front.** The fact that it was this feature that incensed 
the panel’s critics rather than any overtly revolutionary 
message indicates how very much Communist politics 
was embroiled with defence of the New Deal legacy. 
Indeed, in 1948 the 1nwu won a protracted strike with 
the shipowners precisely because of its ability to use the 
mechanisms established by the 1935 Wagner Act. Of 
course, the 1nkwuU was Communist-controlled, and in 
1950 it was expelled from the cro. 

With the final completion of the murals, however, 
Refregier’s travails were far from over. In a 1949 letter to 
a postal worker at the Rincon Annex, who had written 
asking if anything could be done to remove the ‘commu- 
nist art’ from the building, Congressman Richard Nixon 
observed that while it would be ‘next to impossible to 
obtain the removal of such art’ while Truman remained 
in office, under a different administration a Congres- 
sional committee might be set up to investigate the 
issue.”’ With the election of the Eisenhower administra- 
tion in 1952, a new phase in the controversy over the 
Rincon murals began. 

By November 1951, the General Services Administra- 
tion of the Bureau of Public Buildings was reportedly 
considering whether or not to remove Refregier’s 
panels,” and it was at this point that Aza mobilised a 
campaign in their support — despite the lukewarm atti- 
tude of some in its San Francisco chapter. The campaign 
was orchestrated by the national office and its executive 
director Hudson Walker, and numerous letters of 
support were collected from museum officials and col- 
lectors throughout the nation.” The most important 
figure in the drive to expunge the murals was Hubert B. 
Scudder, Republican Representative from a rural area 
north of San Francisco. It was Scudder who introduced 
the resolution against them before the Public Works 
Subcommittee of the House of Representatives on 1 
May 1953, with backing from Representative Donald 
L. Jackson, another California Republican. Scudder 
reported the complaints of numerous local groups 
and Jackson read a seven-page typescript detailing 
Refregier’s affiliations with subversive groups on the 
basis of evidence presented to the House Committee on 
Un-American Activities. The murals, Scudder claimed, 
distorted the history of the state and were ‘Communist 
propaganda’, which ‘tended to promote racial hatred 
and class war’. Opposing, figures from the American 
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Section of the International Association of Art Critics 
protested against the threat to the murals, among them 
being Alfred Frankfurter and Thomas B. Hess of Art 
News, Robert Goldwater, Meyer Schapiro and James 
Johnson Sweeney. However, they were explicit that they 
did not defend either ‘the style or the subject matter of 
the work’, they opposed removal of the murals solely on 
the grounds of ‘respect for art.’ More important, prob- 
ably, was the support of a group of San Francisco's 
‘leading names in finance, industry, and the arts’, who in 


spring 1953 formed the Citizens’ Committee to Protect 
the Rincon Annex Murals, under the chairmanship of 
Ferdinand Smith, resident partner of Merrill, Lynch, 
Pierce, Fenner, and Beane. The Committee sent Thomas 
Carr Howe, director of the California Palace of the 
Legion of Honor, and Chauncey McKeever, ‘a conserva- 
tive San Francisco attorney’, to represent them before 
the Subcommittee. Perhaps emboldened by the attitude 
of such socially respectable elements, two California 
Representatives, the pro-labour Democrat John Shelley, 
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and William S. Mailliard, a middle-of-the-road Repub- 
lican, also warmly defended the murals against Scudder 
and Jackson.” 

Refregier’s murals survived the campaign against 
them, even though 1953 was perhaps the highpoint of 
McCarthyism. But they did so not because of actions 
mounted by the left or organised labour.” They survived 
because liberal Democrats and some moderate Republi- 
cans could see that their destruction ‘would put us in the 
same position as Russia or Hitler’s Germany’ in relation 
to art, as Breyton Wilbur, president of the San Francisco 
Museum of Art and of Wilbur-Ellis Co., observed at a 
press conference of the Citizens’ Committee. Thus their 
most important champions did not defend them even in 
relation to the heritage of the New Deal but in contem- 
porary Cold War terms. Similarly, the grounds of Artists 
Equity’s defence were both that the allegations were 
unjustified and that, generically, ‘monumental works of 
art are important expressions of our living culture, and 
must not be subject to this type of attack.” 

And what of the murals themselves? In 1942 the 
respected critic Emily Genauer had praised Refregier’s 
panels for the post office at Plainfield, New Jersey, 
because, unlike the work of many committed artists, 
they combined ‘social consciousness’ with ‘taste and a 
flair for interior decoration’.”' For all their iconographic 
daring (and enough of the artist’s original scheme got 
onto the walls to justify this claim), the Rincon murals 
are decoratively effective but curiously vapid. While 
they clearly refer to the Mexican idiom, in Refregier’s 
hands it has neither the dramatic chiaroscuro and dis- 
junctive spatial effects of Orozco and Siqueiros, nor the 
individuation of the mass and sense of tumultuous 
energy that gives Rivera’s work its power. Rather, the 
Rincon murals are an accomplished professional job by 
a capable modern painter.” 


The ACA Gallery 


As part of his campaign to defend the murals, in 1949 
Refregier put on an exhibition of works related to San 
Francisco at the Aca Gallery.” Despite its move to East 
57th Street in 1943, the ACA remained an important 
showcase for the left and a self-proclaimed ‘people’s 
art gallery’.* In March 1944 it launched American 
Contemporary Art, a small monthly magazine which 
ran until early 1946, carrying gallery news, regular 
criticism by Elizabeth McCausland and statements and 
criticism by such stalwarts as Evergood, Olds and 
Pereira. As we saw earlier, Baron had played a role in 
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running Art Front but unlike that diverse and vital pub- 
lication, American Contemporary Art was connected 
with no larger organisation and was essentially a forum 
for the social art faction for which aca served as a focus. 
In 1945 the gallery expanded by taking over another 
floor of the building, and Baron certainly intended it to 
function as ‘a vital center’ where lectures would be given 
and from which publications would issue.”* It continued 
to put on solo shows of regulars such as Evergood, 
Gottlieb, Gwathmey and Refregier, accompanied by 
catalogues with appropriately supportive statements by 
Baron or members of his circle. Baron’s long and sub- 
stantial correspondence with Evergood also suggests 
that he played a significant role as a confidant and 
sounding-board for some of his artists.”* But inevitably 
ACA’s position became increasingly beleaguered and 
marginal as the decade progressed. 

In 1944, Baron was already warning against ‘a trend 
towards individualism among artists’, and in some later 
manuscript notes he wrote of the 1940s as the ‘decade 
that plowed under idealism’. Art was ‘devitalized’ 
through the trend to ‘non-objectivism’, and although he 
did not deny such art the right to exist, he objected to 
the monopolistic status abstract art achieved in the 
1950s.”. This he blamed partly on McCarthyism, of 
which he had first-hand experience. On 17 May 1949, 
Representative Dondero, who had already described 
the aca before the House as ‘a definitely communistic 
place’, devoted a whole statement to exposing the links 
between the gallery and other ‘communistic’ organisa- 
tions such as the John Reed Club and American Artists’ 
Congress. He referred to Baron repeatedly as ‘Comrade 
Baron’, and also claimed to show the ‘Red record’ of 
his associates such as Evergood, Gwathmey, Kopman 
and McCausland. In one particularly lurid passage he 
asserted: ‘I believe it to be the hub, the gathering point of 
Marxists in art, whose subtle, nefarious un-American 
schemes receive their prime incitement [sic]. It should be 
shunned like a plague center of infection.’ Dondero’s 
remarks received significant coverage in the New York 
press, and in an interview with the New York Sun Baron 
explicitly denied his charges as ‘just stupid’, stating 
disingenuously that he did not know or care about the 
political affiliations of his artists. However, while he 
claimed to be ‘interested only in artists’, he refused to 
answer the question as to whether he had ever been a 
Communist Party member.”* In July he produced a six- 
Page statement, which asserted that to be attacked by 
Dondero was an honour, and accused him (correctly) 
of ignorance of art and anti-Semitism. Yet as Baron 
observed, ‘one can die very heroically in a nightmare’, 


and it is clear that he was deeply disturbed by the 
climate of fear and in the 1950s articulated his feelings 
in an unpublished play about the Rosenberg case. None 
the less, the ACA remained the main showcase for “‘pro- 
objective art’ throughout the 1950s, and in 1958 it put 
on the first solo American exhibition of the Italian Com- 
munist Renato Guttuso. Baron died in January 1961, 
and although his wife Ella was committed to continuing 
the gallery, by the following year it appeared to 
Refregier to be ‘sliding down hill’ and he could see no 
way to reverse its course.” 


Endings 


The ncasp limped on into the early 1950s. It managed to 
retain some prominent liberals in its highest offices, 
including the literary scholar Robert Morss Lovett, and 
academics and scientists such as Erwin Panofsky, Linus 
Pauling, Harlow Shapley and Henry Pratt Fairchild. In 
1951 it claimed to have ‘functioning art galleries’ in five 
cities and that its councils had put on ‘dozens of con- 
certs’ and film programmes. That year, membership was 
said to have increased substantially, and three new coun- 
cils were affiliated. Until at least 1953, it maintained 
chapters in six major cities outside New York, and 
claimed to have increased membership in that year too. 
The New York art division had a new gallery in 1951 
and put on exhibitions, arranged competitions and held 
forums. By this time, most of those involved in the divi- 
sion seem to have been committed Communists or 
fellow-travellers, and there were close relations between 
it and the Graphic Workshop and Photo League.'*” Yet 
in a report on the New York Council circulated in 
March 1953, its condition was described as ‘member- 
ship... small, base narrow, finances difficult’. The dif- 
ferent divisions had become virtually autonomous and a 
large proportion of the policy-making board was inac- 
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tive. By the middle of that year, several of the National 
Council posts were unfilled, and it was impossible to 
convene a quorate meeting. In 1954, no annual conven- 
tion was held, and the national organisation seems to 
have been on the verge of collapse.'”' 

All these dwindling efforts to combat McCarthyism 
through culture cannot disguise the increasing isolation 
of the Communist Party and its supporters (a phenom- 
enon certainly compounded by ri surveillance of left- 
wing artists). The renewed emphasis on Socialist 
Realism and the notion of art as a weapon in Commu- 
nist critical discourse could only serve to reinforce this. 
In theoretical statements, Party spokespersons returned 
again and again to attack the monolithic conservatism 
of American popular culture, but faced with such 
massive obstacles to the development of a critical 
working-class consciousness, appeals to reorganise the 
Party’s work in more rigorous accordance with Marxist- 
Leninist ideas look futile, if not self-defeating. Increas- 
ingly the Party’s cultural workers were isolated within 
their own small clubs.'”” Yet if the Party could no longer 
create effective cultural organisations of its own, the 
belief in the value of political organising and the com- 
mitment to progressive causes was not eradicated 
among, many of those who had associated with it. In 
1961, a benefit exhibition for the Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee (sNcc) was shown at the 
Society for Ethical Culture in New York. Prominent 
within the artists’ committee for the sncc which spon- 
sored the show were Jacob Lawrence (chairman), Ad 
Reinhardt (vice-chairman), Harry Gottlieb, Robert 
Gwathmey and Harry Sternberg. The list of exhibitors 
and sponsors included some figures from the avant- 
garde art scene, such as Dore Ashton, Elaine de 
Kooning, Thomas B. Hess, Betty Parsons, Norman 
Lewis and Theodore Stamos; but these were entirely 
outweighed by the survivors from an earlier phase of 
Communist-led artistic and political activism. 
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9 Cultural Criticism between 


Hollywood and Zhdanovism 





The reformation of the cpusa in July 1945 under the 
leadership of Foster and Dennis had important implica- 
tions for the Communist cultural movement at both 
theoretical and tactical levels.' The rejection of what 
was termed Revisionism, or Browderism, and the return 
to a Leninist vanguard position led to a revival of the 
slogans and stances of the Third Period. Yet while there 
were those such as Mike Gold who had never adapted to 
the relative pluralism of the Democratic Front, there 
were also many sincere and committed Party members 
who had either joined at that time or embraced the more 
expansive vision of progressive culture it promoted. 
These elements did not just adapt passively to the new 
line. There were other contradictory impulses at work 
too. After the confusions of Browder’s ouster the Party 
needed to rebuild its membership and in 1946 it initiated 
a major recruiting campaign, which apparently had 
most success among the middle class.” That the Party’s 
appeal to this sector partly depended on its cultural 
work was clear, and this reinforced awareness of the 
importance of New Masses.* Leninist vanguardism had 
to be measured in relation to the continuing need to 
forge cross-class alliances. 

The Party’s view that postwar capitalism was in a 
phase of crisis and desperate imperialist expansion had 
as its corollary an interpretation of contemporary 
culture as essentially decadent. This is well illustrated in 
the statements of V. J. Jerome, the chair of its cultural 
commission, who in a 1947 pamphlet, Culture in a 
Changing World, claimed that capitalism had come out 
of the war greatly weakened and more crisis-prone than 
ever, By contrast, ‘advanced social ideas’ had never 
before influenced the actions of so many millions. 
Consequently, American capital, in alliance with British 
imperialism, was set for conflict with the UssR and the 
new ‘people’s democracies’, and artists and intellectuals 
must choose between the forces of reaction and the 
forces of progress in this world-historical drama. In 
evoking the putrescence of a decaying class, Jerome 
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ranged across philosophy attacking logical positivism 
and pragmatism (both covert forms of idealism), 
together with existentialism and the vogue for irra- 
tionalist philosophers such as Kierkegaard and 
Heidegger. These philosophical trends tied in with other 
phenomena: pessimism and the ‘faith-cult’ in literature, 
the ‘Brute-Cult’ in popular thrillers and contemporary 
cinema, Hollywood racism, the militarisation of science 
and the witch-hunt against progressive intellectuals. 
Contemporary artists and writers who lacked a ‘clear 
vision of the course of history’ were sinking into deca- 
dence, and “To cover up or glamorize their failure to see 
and express the positive, they improvise crude philoso- 
phies of despair and cynicism.’ With insignificant varia- 
tions, this view was echoed again and again in the Party 
press. What is notable, of course, is that the conservative 
turn among artists and intellectuals was interpreted 
essentially as an effect of weakness and moral failure, 
rather than being subjected to a truly socio-historical 
analysis as ideology.* 

The counterpart to this corruption of the intelligentsia 
was the fascistic character of American popular culture. 
In a report to the Fifteenth National Convention of 
the cpusA in 1950, Jerome evoked the movie-going 
experience of the average worker and his family in terms 
reminiscent of Adorno and Horkheimer’s diatribes. Wall 
Street deliberately promoted a culture of ‘Anglo-Saxon 
racism’, ‘violence, sadism, and anti-humanism’ as a 
cover for its drive for world domination. To counter 
this, Jerome argued that the Party needed to form cadres 
in the cultural field who would be ‘forces of the people’ 
‘with unbounded faith in the working class’, cadres 
that would create ‘novels and plays, poems, paintings, 
musical compositions, popular songs, and criticism, 
vibrant with the Party spirit, the very essence of Socialist 
realism.’ Although there was some truth in Jerome’s 
characterisations of American popular culture and the 
intellectual climate, they were overdrawn and the expla- 
nations he offered were crudely conspiratorial and func- 
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tionalist. Moreover, the vision of ‘the inspiring Socialist 
culture of the Soviet Union’ that he counterposed to 
the nightmare of a fascistic America was evoked in 
essentially Zhdanovite terms that had little resonance 
for such cultural cadres as the Party actually had. Many 
artists and intellectuals responded to it with both overt 
and covert resistance.’ 

However, it is also necessary to note the costs of 
Jerome’s criticisms in another sense. In 1953 he was con- 
victed under the Smith Act and eventually served two 
years in jail in 1955-7. His 1950 report was cited as evi- 
dence that he had conspired to advocate the overthrow 
of the us government by force. 


The Maltz Affair 


The key episode in defining differences over cultural 
strategy (and, by extension, aesthetic principles) in the 
postwar period was the so-called ‘Maltz Affair’ of 
1946.° Albert Maltz was a talented writer, the author of 
two accomplished novels and also a Hollywood screen- 
writer. He joined the Party in the 1930s, and his 
Communist commitments later got him imprisoned as 
one of the Hollywood Ten. Maltz inadvertently became 
the focus of a major policy debate because of an article 
by him that appeared in New Masses in February 1946 
under the title ‘What Shall We Ask of Writers?’ This 
seems to have been prompted by an earlier discussion 
article by the writer and critic Isidor Schneider, in which 
he noted the difficulties of adjudicating between the 
immediate demands of the labour movement and the 
requirements of literature per se, and lamented the abuse 
of slogans in the criticism of the 1930s and the vilifica- 
tion of writers such as Joyce and Eliot.” 

Maltz, too, suggested that much left-wing writing 
had suffered from the shallow approach of critics who 
demanded of art an ‘immediate political utility’, while 
the slogan ‘Art is a Weapon’ had led to a vulgarisation of 
aesthetics. He stressed the need to distinguish between 
the value of works of art and the political stance of their 
authors, citing as instances the novels of J. T. Farrell and 
Richard Wright, both of whom had become anti- 
Communists. Although Schneider allied himself with 
Maltz and again criticised the ‘emergency-mindedness 
and crude political determinism of the past’ in the issue 
where ‘What Shall We Ask of Writers?’ appeared, it 
was Maltz who attracted a whole string of vehement 
rebuttals from the literary apparatchiks of the move- 
ment, which culminated in a series of six articles in the 
Daily Worker by Samuel Sillen, a critic and professor of 
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English at New York University.’ The sum of all these 
critiques was that Maltz’s arguments were ‘anti-Marxist” 
in their attempt to make some space between art and 
politics; he slandered the achievements of the whole Left 
literary movement; he did not recognise the organic con- 
nection between progressive political ideas and literary 
achievement; and he was conciliatory to Trotskyism (in 
the person of Farrell). Sillen set out the logic of this 
critique clearly: ‘The artists who ally themselves with the 
degenerating forces in our society, themselves degenerate 
both as “citizens” and as “artists”, both in terms of 
“ideology” and of “art”. Art was necessarily a weapon 
in the Manichaean struggle between capital and the 
progressive forces of the proletariat, and all talk of ‘pure 
art’ was simply a delusion promoted by the ruling class. 
It was only because of the Party’s errors under Browder’s 
leadership that the slogan had been abandoned. 
Although the tone of this onslaught was intimidatory 
and personalised, it is important to note that some kind 
of a debate occurred, and New Masses and the Daily 
Worker both printed readers’ correspondence which, 
while critical of Maltz’s views, objected to the name- 
calling and ‘sectarianism’ of the responses of Gold and 
Sillen. They were forced to admit that they had received 
letters of complaint, and to defend their actions.” 

Maltz had been unfortunate enough to provide the 
occasion through which the Party’s cultural workers 
purged themselves of Browderism. This was ironic 
because he and Schneider were essentially responding to 
the call to rethink the errors of the past that followed 
Browder’s fall. In part the assault on Maltz was a ritual 
of atonement, in part it was related to genuine dif- 
ferences of opinion between hard-liners like Gold and 
Sillen and those with more expansive views. Maltz’s 
recantation, published simultaneously in New Masses 
and the Daily Worker in April 1946, advised those who 
had approved the original article that it was an example 
of revisionist thinking and that Browderism could not 
promote a healthy working-class culture.'” Effectively 
the debate was closed by a statement on Party cultural 
policy by Foster later in the month, which rehearsed 
familiar Stalinist platitudes: art had been a servant of 
the ruling class throughout history, and consequently 
‘rising revolutionary social classes, instinctively realizing 
the importance of art as a social weapon, have always 
forged their own art and used it to challenge that of the 
existing ruling class.’ A new ‘people’s culture’ was being 
forged, and while this had not yet issued in a socialist 
art, it had produced art imbued with a democratic spirit. 
The task of Communist and ‘other democratic artists’ 
was to identify with the ‘basic artistic strivings of the 


masses’.'' The transition to the new line (represented as 
the return to the true path) was symbolically celebrated 
by public symposia on the theme of ‘Art as a Weapon’ in 
Hollywood and New York.” 

As I have shown in relation to earlier moments in the 
Party’s history, the promulgation of a cultural policy was 
not the same as its enactment. The Party had to work 
with the writers and artists who were prepared to give it 
their allegiance, and many of these seem to have paid 
lip service to the new line while continuing to produce 
work that suggests a broader and more intelligent 
vision. George Charney recalled ‘the hard uncompro- 
mising attitude toward liberalism and dissent, especially 
in the cultural periphery of the movement’ at this time, 
but also observed ‘an undercurrent of resentment and 
discontent’ directed not so much against the Party itself 
as against its ‘cultural bureaucrats and hatchet men.’ 
One instance of this was the cultural group that met at 
Annette Rubinstein’s apartment on West 71st Street in 
the late 1940s and which included Charles Humboldt 
and Louis Harap. Both Rubinstein and Harap have 
referred to V. J. Jerome’s ambitions to act the role of 
a kind of cultural commissar and described episodes 
in which they were reprimanded for wayward views. 
Significantly, all three left the Party in the following 
decade." 

What were the implications of the Maltz Affair and 
the revival of the weapon metaphor for art criticism? 
This question can be addressed most effectively through 
consideration of the three organs in which criticism 
appeared: the Daily Worker, New Masses and Masses & 
Mainstream. 


Art Criticism in the Daily Worker 


From March 1946 until May 1947, the Daily Worker's 
main art critic was ‘Marion Summers’, reportedly the 
pseudonym of the art historian Milton Brown, whom I 
introduced in the context of the Marxist Critics Group. 
While in the context of the postwar period Summers’s 
stance could only be overtly anti-revisionist,'” what is 
striking is his insistent avowals that much of the signifi- 
cant art of the twentieth century had been modernist, 
and his repeated references to the formal contributions 
of early modernism: ‘The art which these men have 
created, together with the science which has developed 
under capitalism, is the best that this class has produced, 
and to reject it is to reject the heritage of the past.’7° 
The term ‘decadence’ was used over freely in Marxist 
criticism of capitalist culture, Summers argued, and too 
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often it was ‘a cloak for ignorance and intellectual lazi- 
ness’. Artists such as Brancusi, Klee, Lipchitz, Matisse, 
Mondrian and Picasso should be viewed similarly to 
research scientists, and they had revealed new pos- 
sibilities of artistic form: ‘out of the very conditions of a 
decadent society they created positive values. Isolation 
was the precondition for a vital bourgeois art in this 
period.’!” However, for Summers this phase of healthy 
experimentation was now over, and the conditions of 
the epoch put new demands on artists. Thus while he 
praised the early Cubist works of Picasso and Braque as 
‘rational expressions of fundamental artistic ideas’ that 
had fundamentally transformed ‘concepts of beauty and 
of art’, he was critical of the ‘bitterness and cruelty’ of 
Picasso’s recent work as signifying ‘a basic disregard for 
human values’.'* 

What gave urgency to Summers’s judgements on 
modernism was his perception of the increasing domi- 
nance of abstract art in galleries and exhibitions, and the 
worry that such art was ‘now in a position to dominate 
the entire field’.'” In June 1946 he devoted a series of 
four articles to its critique. Summers was not an igno- 
rant observer. He understood the variety of what went 
under the name of ‘Abstract Art’ and could see value in 
some of it, but now there was an ‘offensive’ to restrict all 
art to painting of this type and to ‘enthrone’ its theories 
as a ‘universal aesthetic’, despite the fact that many 
theories of abstraction were ‘half-truths with limited 
validity’ and others were ‘sheer nonsense’. Summers 
ridiculed the argument that the two-dimensionality 
of the medium demanded abstraction, pointing out 
that trompe l’oeil and the denial of surface had not been 
the aim of naturalism. For all its ‘fancy verbiage’ and 
‘pretense’, abstract art was now ‘merely another docile 
expression of bourgeois culture’. The freedom to 
‘indulge in unrestricted personal expression’ was a 
counterpart to the ‘economic and social anarchy’ of 
capitalism; it led to an art that was irresponsible and 
empty.” 

Among contemporary abstract painters, Summers 
gave special attention to Reinhardt. This may have been 
because of Reinhardt’s past association with the Party, 
but it would have been prompted in any case by the 
publication of the artist’s art cartoons in New York’s 
left-wing daily PM. Not only did these cartoons offer a 
rationale for abstraction, they also attacked (natu- 
ralistic) ‘pictures’ as ‘a kind of opium of the people’. 
Additionally, the independent stance of PM and its 
criticisms of the Communist Party would have made 
Reinhardt an especially suitable target — although 
elsewhere Summers acknowledged that ‘with all his 
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shortcomings, [he] is probably one of the better abstrac- 
tionists at work in the us today." 

Summers found contemporary geometrical abstrac- 
tion of the Reinhardt type essentially evasive and a 
retreat from social problems, but he had even less time 
for the mythmaker wing of Abstract Expressionism and 
the pretentious discourse of irrationalism that framed 
its products. Reviewing a show of Adolf Gottlieb’s 
pictographs at the Kootz Gallery in early 1947, 
Summers described the artist as one of those who turned 
away from the present to seek the primitive: 


He turns up with child-like symbols which purport to 
offer us an insight into the primitive mind, but give us 
rather a glimpse of the mentality of the contemporary 
artist in search of something to say. All the fancy 
verbiage about ‘universal underworld’, ‘cabalistic 
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writings’, ‘frightening mysteries’, and ‘ritualistic pat- 
terns’, cannot hide the essential vapidity of this art.’* 


This was a repeated refrain in the criticism of the late 
1940s: the turn to the irrational in contemporary culture 
was symptomatic of the desperate plight of postwar 
capitalism, despite all appearances to the contrary. 

The nature of the realist art Summers wished to 
counterpose to the abstract trend was difficult to 
characterise because it was still only in the process of 
formation, but in a two-part article of July 1946 he 
sought to give the term some general definition. Drawing 
on the naturalist/realist distinction, which as I have 
shown was already familiar to artists and critics in the 
19308, he distinguished between realism as ‘a purely 
stylistic term’ meaning ‘fidelity to natural appearances’, 
and realism as a broader progressive attitude that was 


recurrent throughout history and implied the search for 
‘the real, the truth about nature, man or society.’ Because 
of the modernist break with the Renaissance tradition, 
realism was now ‘almost purely an attitude’, and Social 
Realists no longer felt tied to naturalistic techniques, 
but made use of ‘symbolism, expressionism and even 
elements of abstract art.’ Indeed, in its ‘reflection of social 
reality’ it could encompass ‘many variations in style’. 
What also distinguished realist art was the artist’s concern 
with communication.” Social art was ‘unequivocal and 
outspoken propaganda for social progress’. To achieve 
this end, the social artist had to temper ‘his’ concern with 
freedom by awareness of the need to develop a ‘common 
language’, and this would require an effort on the part of 
the audience as well as the artist: 


We have not even begun to develop a set of artistic 
symbols to express our ideals. There is no body of 
folklore nor any coherent storehouse of common 
symbols upon which the social artist can draw. He is 
often forced to express himself in a purely personal 
symbolism. In some cases these symbols explain them- 
selves, in others they remain obscure. 


Summers acknowledged that painting was unable to 
represent social realities with the complexity of litera- 
ture, but he appealed to the examples of Kathe Kollwitz 
and the Mexican muralists to illustrate what could be 
done. Art of such broad ambition could not flourish in 
the ‘hot house atmosphere of 57th Street’. It needed a 
mass audience, not private patrons, and artists should 
thus look to the unions and workers’ organisations to 
build direct contact with the proletariat.” 

As will become evident in the next chapter, when it 
came down to particulars Summers was compelled to 
acknowledge the limitations of the work of many who 
were Party sympathisers in relation to his ideal. Ironi- 
cally, the contemporary on whom he bestowed the 
highest praise as ‘one of the few men who has success- 
fully used the visual language of modern art to express 
social meaning’ was Ben Shahn — not a Communist, but 
an independent left liberal. And what Summers admired 
the most was his posters for cro-pac (fig. 158) and the 
American Labor Party, which met both formal and 


utilitarian criteria.” 
New Masses and 


Masses & Mainstream 


The Maltz Affair led to some hardening of the Party 
line but it did not end debate or usher in a narrow 
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Zhdanovism. Indeed, if anything it revitalised the 
Party’s cultural criticism by forcing renewed reflection 
on principles. This is evident across the several cultural 
departments of New Masses, including the art reviews. 
At the time of the Affair, the magazine’s art editor and 
critic was Moses Soyer, who had held the post since 
1943. Summarising the aims of his criticism in October 
1945, he wrote: ‘I did not try to be orginal or profound; 
I did not go deeply into the aesthetics and dialectics of 
art. I emulated the regular reviews that appear in our 
press, with the difference that, not being a professional 
critic, my column was more personal and freer from 
yardstick” 


artistic clichés.’ Elsewhere, he described the 
of his admiration for an artist as ‘his singleness of 
purpose’.”° Soyer was thus unconcerned with trying to 
work through the implications of a Marxist viewpoint 
for contemporary art practice, and articulated no posi- 
tion on the problems of either social art or ‘Art as a 
Weapon’. The statement quoted above may have been a 
defensive one, and it heralded the announcement that 
henceforth the New Masses art column would print 
critical contributions from a range of invited artists. In 
the event only three ‘About Artists by Artists’ appeared, 
and although they did provide an occasion for impor- 





tant statements by such figures as Elizabeth Catlett, 
Evergood and Reinhardt, they could not substitute for a 
theoretically informed art criticism — as a letter pub- 
lished in April 1946 pointed out.”” 

Soyer left New Masses as a result of the editorial 
shake-up in March and April of that year, but even 
before this the magazine had been the forum for two 
debates about modernism in which he played no signifi- 
cant role. The first of these was prompted by a long 
interview with Picasso published in March 1945, in 
which the artist discussed the relationship between his 
art and his recent commitment to the French Commu- 
nist Party. This provoked a letter from Rockwell Kent, 
which described the examples of Picasso’s recent work 
illustrated in the article as ‘just plain silly’ and without 
‘a single redeeming feature’.* According to an editorial 
statement in June, the Picasso interview and Kent’s 
attack produced more ‘discussion and controversy than 
any other article we have ever published.’ In May the 
magazine published a ‘Reader Symposium’ that included 
a second letter from Kent defending his view, and the 
weekly ‘Readers’ Forum’ also printed a substantial 
correspondence on the debate. It is striking that many 
of the letters printed - and certainly the longest and 
most articulate — were critical of Kent and asserted that 
art of high achievement necessarily demanded an effort 
on the part of the audience.” 
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The second of these debates raised the same issues, 
but was conducted in more overtly theoretical terms. Its 
opening shot was an article by one Charles Arnault of 
Los Angeles with the portentous title ‘Painting and 
Dialectics’, which appeared in August. This claimed that 
Marxist critics and historians of art had tended to be 
dominated by ‘an approach carried over from literary 
criticism’ that led them to underestimate form and over- 
estimate or distort ‘the meaning and function of 
content.’ Like some contributors to the earlier debate, 
Arnault argued the importance of ‘plastic organization’ 
in the visual arts, but sought to relate this directly to 
the principle of dialectical materialism. Pictorial com- 
position, Arnault claimed, involved an_ inherent 
contradiction because of the tension between the 
two-dimensionality of the picture plane and the three- 
dimensionality of what must be represented. To seek to 
suppress the material character of the picture surface in 
the search for illusion was to succumb to idealism: ‘the 





two-dimensionality of the picture plane is a governing 
condition of painting’. The arrangement of pictorial ele- 
ments was governed by 


laws”? of composition which 
were themselves ultimately dialectical in character; 
moreover the ‘endless mission’ of painting was to ‘seek 
perfection on ever higher levels of complexity of organi- 
zation.’ While Arnault’s article was welcomed as the 
beginnings of ‘a more profound art criticism’, and even 
as ‘an antidote to the absurdities which have been filling 
your art columns’, it was also attacked as ‘an attempt 
to rationalize poor and talentless art by long, tedious, 





cumbersome and artificial reasoning’.”’ Together these 
debates suggest that not only were Communist cultural 
critics divided over what could count as a progressive 
artistic practice, but so was the broader constituency of 
Party members who took sufficient interest in such 
things to write to New Masses. 

The role of a vanguard magazine was leadership, and 
one upshot of the Maltz Affair was the charge that New 
Masses had not been fulfilling its obligations properly 
in this regard. In March 1946 Isidor Schneider resigned 
as literary editor, and on 23 April a ‘new and improved 
New Masses’ appeared with a reconstituted editorial 
board. The new art editor was Charles Keller, and Ever- 
good, Gwathmey, Kent, Refregier, Turnbull and White 
joined the list of contributing editors. Under Keller’s 
direction the magazine achieved something of its earlier 
visual impact and began to use illustrated covers again 
(fig. 159). By this time Gropper’s work tended to be tired 
rehashings of his familiar symbols, but Kruckman’s 
witty satires of upper-class attitudes compensated for 
this in some degree, while from early 1947 the abstract 
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painter Hananiah Harari contributed regular satirical 
collages under the title ‘On Safari with Harari’ (fig. 
160). Frasconi, Hirsch and Levine were among the 
artists who provided occasional illustrations. In July 
1947 financial difficulties forced the magazine to reduce 
from thirty-two to twenty-four pages, and there was a 
falling off in production standards after that point. 
New Masses may have been beleaguered in the last 
few years of its life, but it was certainly not bereft of 
distinguished supporters or intellectual quality. To help 
meet its financial deficit, the magazine initiated annual 
art auctions in both New York and Los Angeles — in 
1946 that in Southern California counted among its 
sponsors Charles Boyer, Gene Kelly, Artie Shaw, Ava 
Gardner, Ira Gershwin and John Garfield.*'! The Party 
had particularly cultivated African American musicians 
and actors such as Duke Ellington, Canada Lee and 
Fredi Washington, and a ‘Musicians’ Mobilization to 
Save New Masses’ in 1947 put on a ‘Duels in Jazz’ 
concert at which Sidney Bechet, J. C. Higginbotham 
and Buster Bailey appeared among many distinguished 
jazzmen.” In part, the magazine maintained its vitality 
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due to an influx of new talent in the form of returning 
servicemen. Among these were the activist and writer 
Lloyd Brown, Charles Humboldt and the critics Louis 
Harap and Sidney Finkelstein, who both published 
book-length exercises in Marxist aesthetics later in the 
decade. Schneider continued to write sensitive literary 
criticism and some theatre reviews, while occasional 
contributors included Herbert Aptheker, Philip Bonosky, 
Philip Foner, Barbara Giles and Tom McGrath. Short 
stories and poems appeared in every issue, and current 
affairs reporting was somewhat reduced. 
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160 (left) Hananiah Harari, On Safari 
with Harari, from New Masses, t July 
1947, Marx Memorial Library, London. 
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159 (facing page) Charles Keller, cover 
of New Masses, 8 July 1947, Marx 

Bd Memorial Library, London. © Charles 
Keller/Licensed by vaca, N.Y. 





The perceived need to redress the heresies of 
Browderism required a return to Marxist fundamentals, 
reflected in a number of articles on the philosophy of 
Engels.*? This was hardly a productive direction, but 
the magazine did respond vigorously to the vogue for 
existentialism with a spate of reviews of Sartre’s novels, 
plays and philosophical statements. While its judgement 
on the tendency of Sartre’s thought was necessarily 
negative, a serious engagement with his work did take 
place, especially in articles and reviews by Harap.™ 
Similarly, while New Masses took a highly critical line 


213 


II From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 


on the fashion for writers such as Dostoyevsky and 
Kafka, this did not lead to simple blanket condemna- 
tions.» This engagement with contemporary culture 
extended to the middle-brow and popular: Humboldt 
published a three-part analysis of Life magazine, Lloyd 


Brown analysed the decline of radio and Vivien Howard 





provided a critique of women’s magazines.*° Within the 
American intellectual scene, the ex-Marxists of the 
Partisan Review circle attracted some of New Masses’ 
fiercest criticisms. In a coruscating tirade of 1947, 
Humboldt attacked Philip Rahv as a peddlar of ‘fash- 
ionable obscurantism’ and Phillips as a ‘ “disillusioned 
radical” by profession’.*” What enraged Humboldt and 
other critics was not just the apostasy and anti- 
Communism of these writers, but their distrust of 
science and their disenchantment with the idea that 
humanity could order its own destiny through reason. 
They were also repelled by the mandarin intellectualism 
of Partisan Review and its assumption that art offered a 
kind of refuge from the exigencies of political choice. 
Commenting on Greenberg’s ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’, 
Barbara Giles observed: 


Dividing all contemporary culture into avant-garde 
and kitsch (ersatz culture), Mr. Greenberg asserts 
that the latter dominates the Nazi and fascist worlds, 
the Soviet Union, and practically all the peoples of 
capitalist democracies. And what to do about it? 
There is only one solution, Mr. Greenberg declares — 
rather remote, perhaps, but no other will serve — 
international socialism. Meanwhile, as Mr. Rosen- 


feld’s hero says: no struggling in the middle!** 





It was of course that ‘middle’ place between the demands 
of art and those of political effectiveness in which 
committed writers like Giles sought to work in the hope 
that they might connect with actual political forces. 

It was not that the New Masses writers’ analyses of 
bourgeois culture in the United States were wrong 
(although they were often unnuanced and crudely func- 
tionalist), it was rather that they were compromised by a 
naive model of progress and a conviction that human 
destiny was embodied in the Soviet Union. Their attacks 
on Partisan Review’s position hit the mark in many 
respects, but their assumption that the explanation for it 
lay simply in the intellectual vanity and misanthropy of 
its contributors disqualified them from producing a truly 
dialectical critique and often reduced them to invective. 
The reductive version of Marxism current in the Stalin- 
ist parties seemed to them a blinding light that showed 
the world in stark chiaroscuro with scarcely any half- 
way shades. However, while the fundamentals of their 
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Marxism were philosophically crude in most cases, this 
did not prevent the New Masses writers from achieving 
sophisticated levels of cultural criticism at times. 

In 1947 a group of writers in and around the Party 
launched a new literary quarterly under the title Main- 
stream. The idea was to produce a magazine of greater 
sophistication than New Masses, and Mainstream was 
well printed on good paper in contrast to the cheap pulp 
of the former. Samuel Sillen was its editor-in-chief, and 
the other editors were mainly Party faithfuls, but it also 
featured a whole range of talented writers, including 
Thomas Bell, Alexander Saxton and Dalton Trumbo.” 
Although the magazine was illustrated with drawings 
and prints by Evergood, Lawrence and Levine, it did not 
carry art criticism. By 1948 the party’s membership and 
resources were both declining. One result of this was the 
folding of Mainstream and New Mas. 





ses and the setting 
up of a new pocket-sized monthly magazine with the 
title Masses & Mainstream. The editor was again Sillen, 
with Aptheker, Brown and Humboldt as his advisory 
board, and Evergood, Gropper, Gwathmey and Solman 
among the contributing editors. 

Probably as a result of Humboldt’s influence, the 
Masses & Mainstream of 1948 had the appearance of a 
thoroughly modern magazine. The inaugural issue illus- 
trated Picasso’s etching Bull-Headed Sphinx on the 
cover (to accompany an appreciative article on the 
artist), and although few other cover images came near 
this in sophistication, the magazine maintained an arty 
look. Perhaps to economise on printing costs, from 
January 1949 onwards it was printed on cheaper paper, 
and most of its covers were framed around greyish black 
and white photographs of Communist heroes and 
workers. Although the format limited the character of 
the illustrations it could carry, Masses & Mainstream 
did reproduce drawings by Ben-Zion, Evergood, 
Lawrence, Levine, Neel, Refregier and Shahn among 
others, along with the predictable cartoons by Gropper 
and satiric collages by Harari.*” One element within this 
graphic array was prints from the Mexican Taller de 
Grafica Popular and, in a kindred vein, there were also 
prints from the American Graphic Workshop, of which 
the most notable are those by Frasconi (fig. 161). As 
should be evident from the above, much of the illustra- 
tive material was formally modernist — a feature again 
probably attributable to Humboldt’s involvement. 
However, in July 1949 Humboldt dropped off the advi- 
sory board and became a contributing editor! While 
the range of illustrations continued to be quite wide 
until the end of that year, in 1950 it narrowed consider- 
ably and fewer were included. It seems more than coin- 
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161 Antonio Frasconi, Foley Square, reproduction of woodcut from Mas. 
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cidental that in May 1949 the magazine had published a 
reader’s letter complaining that especially the ‘critical 
articles on art are over my head’, while ‘some of the 
drawings mean nothing to me’: ‘I like the attitude of the 
Soviet Union, that art is for the people and if it is vague 
or obscure or a mass of confusions it is of no value.” 
As noted, there was considerable continuity of per- 
sonnel between New Masses and Masses & Mainstream, 
s wrote 





and it is hardly surprising that the same art cr’ 
for both. After the 1946 shake-up, art criticism in New 
Masses acquired a heavier and more theoretical tone, 
and for the remainder of that year it consisted mainly 
of occasional pieces by the mysterious ‘William Thor 
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Biirger’, who was described only as ‘an art historian’. 
This is entirely credible, given his knowing adoption of 
the pen name of the nineteenth-century French liberal 
critic Théophile Thoré. Unfortunately, no one I have 
spoken to who was connected with the magazine at the 
time has been able to reveal or recall his identity. Birger 
subsequently contributed five reviews to Masses & 
Mainstream. 

It is symptomatic of the rising status of abstract art in 
the postwar period (as well as of the challenge it posed 
to what was generally understood as Marxist aesthetics) 
that Biirger’s first article was a review of the annual exhi- 
bition of the American Abstract Artists in 1946, which 
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included an historical sketch of the evolution of abstrac- 
tion and a critique of its ideological framework. For 
Birger, the exhibition raised two questions: 


First, why is it that a style which once produced 
masterpieces of great daring and originality is now 
capable only of endless, though charming, repetition? 
Second, why is it that abstract artists still speak of 
themselves as a struggling revolutionary movement, 
when they have had as diffused an influence as any 
previous style, and when half a dozen newer styles 
have come, created masterpieces, and spread their 
influence in turn? 


Biirger’s answer to the first question was that the vital 
phase of modernist art (which he identified with 
Cubism) was over by the mid-1920s, and that ‘Like 
many another once progressive idea the abstract esthetic 
had been moved from its place in the vanguard of 
human progress.’ In response to the second, he roundly 
denounced the pretension that such art was in any 
meaningful sense ‘revolutionary’, pointing out that the 
Nazis’ hostility to modernism was a product of the 
particular German context, and not a consequence of 
fascism as such. While the ‘class position of abstract 
artists in their own eyes is anti-bourgeois’, this was 
premised only on a kind of bohemian individualism, and 
the ideology of the abstractionists, despite all their 
claims to practise a species of realism, was ultimately an 
idealism.” 

By contrast, Birger advanced social artists such as 
Evergood, Gwathmey, Levine, Siporin and David Smith 
as representing a stage beyond modernism but, like 
‘Marion Summers’, Biirger stressed that conditions in 
the United States were unpropitious to the production 
of social art. He too found Ben Shahn ‘still the most 
mature, consistent and satisfying of the American social 
painters’, although he complained (not inappropriately) 
that a ‘growing concern with paint quality, with indefin- 
able mood, [and] with inferential symbolism’ had led to 
a ‘vagueness and sometimes even confusion’ in his recent 
paintings.’ For Birger, the 1950 Whitney Annual, 
where works by de Kooning, Gottlieb, Pollock and 
Stamos were prominent, was a measure of the disaster 
that had befallen American art. He blamed this debacle 
partly on a ‘closely knit monopoly of taste’ within the 
Whitney and the Museum of Modern Art, and partly 
on artists themselves, instancing former social painters 
who had succumbed to ‘this decadent bourgeois mode 
of thought’, such as Guglielmi, Millman, Siporin and 
Prestipino. How had it happened, Biirger asked, that 
‘those American artists, who once comprised a thriving 
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school of social art, have in many cases surrendered to 
the voluntary muteness of formalist painting?’ His 
answer, predictably, was that despite their politically 
progressive opinions many had succumbed to the 
oppressive atmosphere of an ‘imperialistic’ and ‘increas- 
ingly reactionary society’: ‘Given the choice between 
peace and war, socialism and capitalism, rule of the FBr 
and democracy, the artists have almost unanimously 
chosen “Art,” in a kind of mass esthetic euthanasia.’ 
There is no doubt that Biirger had caught something 
of the current intellectual mood to judge from the state- 
ments of the Abstract Expressionists and others.*° The 
problem was that the solution he offered was premissed 
on a social vision discredited by its association with 
Soviet tyranny, and, as he acknowledged, the economic 
and institutional base needed to support social art 
simply was not there. 

As if to illustrate the divisions over modernism within 
the Party’s cultural movement, when Biirger ceased to 
write criticism for New Masses in late 1946, he was 
succeeded by Joseph Solman, who contributed nine art 
reviews between December 1946 and November 1947, 
and also graduated to write for Masses & Mainstream. 
When Humboldt advised ‘Marion Summers’ in an 
exchange of 1946 that his pronouncements on abstrac- 
tion could alienate abstract artists associated with the 
Party, he may well have had Solman in mind. Although 
Solman’s work contained clearly recognisable natu- 
ralistic forms, its overt modernist techniques and lack of 
obvious social themes put it close to what Summers 
encompassed by ‘abstraction’. Further, Solman had 
commented on this exchange in New Masses, arguing 
for an expanded conception of realism that could 
encompass modernist innovations: ‘The concept of 
realism changes with the social demands and discoveries 
in each epoch. To reveal the fundamental reality of our 
day is the challenge facing the modern artist.’ Solman 
denied that there was any ‘framed formula’ for a 
Marxist aesthetic, and while there was ‘a direction and a 
belief’, which implied that ‘all creative work should 
move in the direction of the ‘socially purposeful’, the 
politically committed artist had a broad brief.*” 

For an artist with Solman’s aesthetic predilections, 
it was crucial to distinguish between ‘semi-abstract art’ 
and ‘non-objective art’. Thus his first review for New 
Masses argued, in contrast to Summers’s erroneous view, 
that Cubist still-life painting had not implied ‘eliminat- 
ing the subject’. Rather, Cubism offered itself as a new 
means of expression. While Solman was highly critical 
of the ‘pure design’ of Mondrian and other non- 
objective painters as manifestations of various forms of 


philosophical idealism, he was equally impatient with 
social painters who viewed ‘all abstract art as outdated’, 
for “No vital painter today can ignore the tremendous 
contribution made by abstract painting in the last thirty 
years.’ It will be evident that Solman had taken on the 
mantle of Stuart Davis as a defender of modernism 
within Marxist criticism, but he did not seek to achieve 
such a tight fit between the logic of artistic form and the 
progressive forces in history as Davis had in his formu- 
lations. This position meant that he accorded a positive 
value to the works of artists such as Carl Holty, Byron 
Browne and Balcomb Greene, which neither Summers 
or Biirger would have done.** In contrast with them, he 
also hailed Picasso’s recent paintings as ‘his greatest 
work’ and thus as ‘the greatest in our time’, because of 
what he regarded as the expanded range of Picasso’s 
subjects and a new expressive richness in his colour and 
paint textures.*” This indicates that Solman placed less 
emphasis than Davis on form as the progressive aspect 
of modernism, and correspondingly more on expression. 
He was particularly concerned with the application of 
modernist techniques to the human figure, and wrote an 
admiring review of the Museum of Modern Art’s 1947 
Henry Moore exhibition: ‘The grandeur and dignity 
implicit in his simple human figures lend them a large 
social aspect in the art of today. Whereas a cult of 
pessimism and an obsession with the fragmentary are 
so much in current evidence, Moore reveals the unified 
life, its fertility, its hope and its aspirations.’ Of course, 
as things turned out, Moore’s imagery of the human 
figure came to function as an official symbol of a bland 
humanistic idealism in ways Solman could probably not 
have envisaged, but in 1947 his work might reasonably 
seem an antidote to the debilitating pessimism of the 
avant-garde.” 

Of all artists associated with the Communist move- 
ment, Solman was the best placed to pass judgement on 
Abstract Expressionism. Not only had he a sophisticated 
understanding of post-Cubist art, he also knew Gottlieb 
and Rothko from his involvement with The Ten and 
Harold Rosenberg from his Art Front days. In a 
comment on Rothko’s work in 1947 he scathingly 
evoked the pretentious discourse of the ‘mythmaker’ 
wing of Abstract Expressionism. This was an art ‘bent 
on resurrecting the ancient corpse of mythology’: 


The territory is clouded enough to allow for complete 
interchangeability of symbols or, more strictly speak- 
ing, it is made up of biomorphic shapes and hiero- 
glyphs searching to attach themselves to symbols. The 
symbol, by this time half famished, begs for a title. It 
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is at this point that the ‘content’ flowers out and we 
are treated to a thesaurus of oracles, rituals, portents 
and primitive mysteries. 


However, such titles were redundant in Rothko’s case, 
for his ‘sophisticated decorative sense precludes all 
notions of primitive rigor or an aggravated psyche.””! 

For Solman, Abstract Expressionism represented ‘a 
flight from reality’, ‘a new mysticism’, encouraged by 
commercial galleries and some of the major museums. 
Writing a year later in Masses & Mainstream, he divided 
the ‘new cult’ into those who drew on ‘totemic, ritual- 
istic symbols’ (Gottlieb and Newman) and the ‘“sub- 
jectivist school” which believes that the inner urge is the 
only valuable asset in art’ (Pollock and Hofmann). Both 
groups shared common tenets ‘{iJn setting irrationality 
over reason, urge over concept, symbol over representa- 
tion, and in making intuition the sole guiding principle 
of design’. However, even when he had disapproved of 
the tendency of Gottlieb’s painting earlier in the decade 
he had still acknowledged a quality in his work.* For 
that of Pollock and Hofmann, Solman had nothing but 
contempt. Pollock’s technique only signified ‘an abortive 
expressionism since it never passes through the crucible 
of an idea or experience’, while Hofmann’s suggested 
‘“pure” emotion, no longer sullied by subject, motif, 
line, design or visual concept.’ Solman contrasted the 
work of these artists with that of Klee, who had used his 
study of archaic and ‘primitive’ art to invent ‘a cast of 
characters... who invest the older myths with a new 
life.’ Referring to Motherwell and Rosenberg’s state- 
ment on the extremity of the political situation in 
Possibilities he observed: ‘Indeed, the works of men like 
Pollock, Hofmann and Rothko reveal inversely the dire 
impact of social forces and depict, in effect, an hysterical 
flight from reality, a wounded psyche seeking some 
vague retreat or revenge.’ But to retreat into ‘despair’ 
was tantamount to a submission to those forces in 
society that wished to ‘bind the artist and intellectual to 
obscurantism’.*’ The promotion of such art by museum 
curators and critics represented a specious cult of 
‘Individualism’ counterposed to the bogey of ‘Red 
collectivism’. 

That Solman’s position was quite different from that 
of Summers’s Daily Worker column is evident from 
subsequent reviews. It combined commitment to a post- 
Cubist approach to form with belief that any significant 
expression depended on naturalistic references that 
connected with common experience. To be meaningful 
aesthetically art had to be formally sophisticated and 
inventive. The application of these principles is exempli- 
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162 Ben-Zion, Prophet Among the Ruins, 1936, oil on canvas, 
4 x 3 feet., Collection of Lillian Ben-Zion, 


fied by a 1948 review of Ben-Zion’s work (fig. 162), in 
which Solman praised his images of Jewish prophets as 
‘projections of the will and conscience of mankind’, 
while claiming that his ‘elemental’ designs and original 
use of colour showed him as ‘one of the few imposing 
figures in American art today’.** Clearly, Solman did not 
propose that committed artists should seek to produce 
a revolutionary art, and while he expressed sympathy 
with the efforts of those such as Anthony Toney (see fig. 





194) and Hananiah Harari who sought to utilise experi- 
mental techniques for works with political themes, he 
found the results unsatisfactory for the most part, both 
formally and politically.°° He praised Shahn for having 
made ‘a most important contribution to a people’s art’ 
and acknowledged the formal brilliance of his work, but 
also criticised pictures by him in which ‘an illustrative 


cunning mars the larger concept.’ However it was 





Evergood who, for Solman, came closest to achieving a 
Sens unity of form and social idea. Solman saw 
Evergood’s work as a development of the Northern 
Renaissance tradition of moral satire and fantasy 
enlivened by modern Expressionist techniques. He 
acknowledged that this did not always come off, and 
was appropriately critical of some works in the artist’s 
1948 ACA show, but he also gave generous acknowl 
edgement of the originality and wit of paintings such 
as Dream Catch (see fig. 164) and Nude by the El 
(Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden). What 
Solman could not abide was the ‘corrupted realism’ he 
saw in the works of artists such as Blume, Tchelitchew 
and the Albright brothers, who used a meretricious tech 
nique to deal in ideas of a ‘coarse bourgeois venality’. 
Appropriately, his last review for Masses & Mainstream 
was a withering critique of this trend centring around 
the exhibition of Blume’s ludicrously portentous paint 
ing The Rock (Chicago Art Institute) at the Durlacher 
Galleries. 

Birger’s review of the 1950 Whitney Annual was the 
last art criticism of any significance to appear in Masses 
©& Mainstream. This was apparently not the result of an 
editorial decision, but rather because the worsening 
situation at the time of the Smith Act Trials made it 
increasingly hard to find contributors.” For the first time 
in more than two decades, there was no magazine in 
which Communist criticism of the visual arts appeared 
on a regular basis. 

In the United States art critics who were in, or identi- 
fied with, the Communist Party were forced to confront 
directly the most formally radical departures in the tra- 
dition of modernist painting in the 1940s. Given the 
political philosophy and associated aesthetic theory they 
subscribed to (in any of its variations), they could not 
but judge this art negatively. What I hope is clear is that 
many of their judgements concerning it were correct. 
Abstract Expressionism was an art advanced by entre- 
preneurial art dealers in conjunction with a few aggres- 
sive critics. For the most part, the critical discourse 
that framed it was either irrationalist or obscurantist 
(Gottlieb and Newman), or an arbitrary formalism 
presented apodeictically (Greenberg). It was an art 
premissed partly on despair and a sense of political 
hopelessness (Motherwell and Rosenberg). Communist 
critics also perceived that its existential and mystical 
posturings represented no challenge to the dominant 
order of values and indeed would prove ideologically 
congruent with it. Their criticisms should be seen not as 
some kind of failure of aesthetic perception, but rather 
as a principled refusal to accept that art would have 


to be constrained within the narrow parameters of rele- 
vance that would be assigned it in postwar American 
society. That was a refusal to accept that the nearest 
thing the United States would have to a public art would 
be an art of extreme individualism promoted by com- 
mercial interests and so-called public museums which 
were actually the playthings of corporate interests. If 
there was a failure of perception, it was in not being able 
to comprehend that some Abstract Expressionism might 
have a kind of brilliance as a negative symbol of a 
particular cultural condition = which was, after all, why 
it could resonate so powerfully.°' But this would have 
seemed thin justification to those who had committed 
themselves to the ideal of a participatory collective 
culture. I shall address the question of whether com- 
mitted artists had anything better (or as good) to offer 
in the next chapter. 


The End of Democratic Front Aesthetics 
and the Emergence of Zhdanovism 


It is symptomatic of the level of scholarship on the 
Communist movement in the late 1940s that the received 
accounts cite the Maltz Affair as evidence of the degener- 
acy of Party culture,’ but make no mention of the publi- 
cation of two major books on Marxist aesthetics by 
International Publishers in 1947-9, that is to say, after it. 
Of course, to do so scholars such as Shannon, and Howe 
and Coser, would have had to acknowledge that Party 
members and followers were divided, and that debate 
did continue. Having said this, both the books were 
essentially the product of Democratic Front thinking on 
the arts and their appearance provided the occasion for 
the articulation of a new Zhdanovite stance. 

Sidney Finkelstein’s Art and Society was published in 
1947, but written while he was working at Brooklyn 
Post Office in the 1930s and revised during and after his 
war service.’ Finkelstein was primarily a musicologist, 
but he also had a wide knowledge of literature and 
a rather thinner grounding in the history of art. Art 
and Society was conceived for the non-specialist and, 
according to the preface, was intended to open discus- 
sion rather than constitute a definitive statement. 
However, necessarily Finkelstein assumed certain basic 
principles. For him, art was a species of ‘communica- 
tion’, through forms the complexity and longevity of 
which ensured its address to all members of society. 
Throughout the book he emphasises the resources of 
folk and popular art — ‘individual art’ had emerged only 
during the Renaissance. There was, however, no funda- 
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mental conflict between the two, and the latter was 
constantly being enriched through contact with the 
‘popular’ — a point illustrated through references to 
artists such as Brueghel, Shakespeare and Haydn. In 
sum, ‘the aesthetic of popular art is the same as that of 
the greatest art.’ This position is crucial to Finkelstein’s 
argument that the nationalist art of the nineteenth 
century was not a new departure but rather a continua- 
tion of earlier trends. Conversely, he read an emergent 
national consciousness back onto medieval and Renais- 
sance art. Of course, the underpinning for these ideas 
came out of the ‘People’s Culture’ of the Democratic 
Front and Stalin’s writings on the National Question. 
For Finkelstein, true nationalism is based on the lan- 
guage and mythologies of the common people, and he 
distinguishes between a healthy democratic nationalism 
and a competitive expansionist middle-class version that 
contributes to imperialism. In a passage peppered with 
quotations from Gorky and Stalin, Finkelstein praised 
the wisdom of the Soviet leaders who had understood 
‘the healthy, powerful and deeply progressive nature of 
the people’s love of their land, of their language, history 
and cultural traditions.’ 

Any Communist critic writing at this moment neces- 
sarily took realism as the central aesthetic category. For 
Finkelstein, the realism of art was to be judged accord- 
ing to its function in promoting the self-understanding 
of a ‘people’: realist forms were forms adequate to the 
expression of social relations. Like Lukacs, Finkelstein 
saw realism as the principle of all truly great art, from 
which both Classicism and Romanticism were devia- 
tions. Romanticism was the result of an over-concern 
with individual emotion, while Classicism, in its more 
recent manifestations as Neo-Classicism, was the result 
of an over-concern with form. Broadly speaking, both 
were effects of the alienation of the artist from society 
under capitalism. But this position did not lead Finkel- 
stein to deny a value to such art, for both Romantic and 
Neo-Classical art involved ‘a partial grasp of reality’. He 
wrote sympathetically about the novels of Dostoyevsky, 
the poetry of Eliot and the music of Wagner and Schoen- 
berg as instances of the former; and about the novels 
of Stein and Joyce and the music of Bartok as instances 
of the latter. While Finkelstein argued that art had been 
‘mortally hurt’ by its growing isolation from common 
life, he did not censure modernism as such. Indeed, he 
claimed that ‘Paul Cézanne, Pablo Picasso, James Joyce, 
Gertrude Stein, Bela Bartok, Igor Stravinsky, and Paul 
Hindemith are among the scientific minds of our era in 
art.’ Joyce’s Ulysses had wrought a profound transfor- 
mation of English and Irish literature and stood ‘at the 
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door of a new realism’, while Schoenberg’s twelve-tone 
system was ‘one of the great intellectual and musico- 
logical achievements of the century’s music.’ Finkelstein 
thus embraced different tendencies in modern art, litera- 
ture and music and tried to understand them in both 
their progressive and negative aspects. He emphasised 
the engagement of the best modernism with contempo- 
rary society, and also sought to register its diversity and 
national variations.” 

In relation to the contemporary United States, 
Finkelstein’s position was of necessity highly critical. As 
we have seen, for him great art required a common 
culture. While America offered unparalleled technologi- 
cal resources for the creation of such a culture, corpo- 
rate domination of radio and cinema, and_ the 
consequent standardisation of cultural products had 
produced an environment inimical to artistic experimen- 
talism. Further, the ‘pseudo-universal audience’ assumed 
by the media denied expression to African American, 
Italian American and Jewish cultures and led to a ‘dena- 
tionalized public art’. In assessing American culture, he 
looked back longingly to figures such as Dreiser and 
Ring Lardner, to Joplin, Gershwin and Bix Beiderbecke. 
The growth of media monopolies meant that artists 
would have to force their talents into channels that 
would dissipate and distort their ‘creative power.’ 
Finkelstein’s remedy was a characteristically Democratic 
Front one. Producers and consumers should organise, 
and there needed to be government sponsorship of the 
arts at both federal and local level.°° 

Art and Society contains undoubted insights and some 
vivid passages of analysis, but Finkelstein’s history is 
shaky to say the least, his central hypothesis about high 
art and popular culture is far too sweeping to be 
sustainable, and basic issues around the history of forms 
and audiences are not addressed. However, it was not 
just its scholarly and philosophical limitations that were 
to make it the target of attack, but also its generosity of 
vision. Initially the book was well received in the Party 
press,” and apparently occasioned much discussion. But 
this eventually turned to criticism, although it was not 
until 1950 that the criticisms took printed form. In that 
year Art and Society was attacked in a number of letters 
and articles in the Daily Worker and in a long article in 
Political Affairs, the substance of which was that Finkel- 
stein’s position rested on ‘a gross theoretical error’ and 
was non-Marxist. He had failed to register that art was 
always linked with class power, and his bland view of it 
as ‘communication’ had led him to formalism. Pre- 
dictably, what most outraged his critics was his failure 
to register the intrinsic connection between form and 
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ideology, so that he wrote about writers such as Eliot 
and Joyce as if the formal qualities of their work could 
be separated from its political tendency. Louis Harap, in 
particular, drew attention to the book’s conceptual 
ambiguities, its romantic tendency to associate high art 
forms with folk culture, and its failure to distinguish 
properly between folk art and working-class art. Finkel- 
stein’s reliance on the category of ‘the people’ did indeed 
lead him to an almost ‘classless’ approach, and in a letter 
of reply he acknowledged that he had been led astray 
by a desire to define ‘some universal principle of “good 
art”’. He also suggested that his softness on ‘extreme 
“modern” tendencies’ arose from the fact that the book 
was conceived in the days of the wpa, when such art had 
a false ‘air of social militancy’.®* 

Equally a product of the culture of the Democratic 
Front was Harap’s own Social Roots of the Arts, which 
was drafted in the 1930s while its author was an assis- 
tant librarian at Harvard, and then rewritten after the 
war.” It seems surprising that International Publishers 
should publish two books on aesthetics in the space 
of two years, and according to Harap’s recollection 
the reason was that his manuscript came to the attention 
of Foster, who liked it.” At the time of its appearance 
Social Roots of the Arts was truly a major work of 
synthesis. Harap made a sensitive reading of statements 
by Marx and Engels on culture which had recently 
appeared in an English-language anthology, as well as 
drawing on the corpus of aesthetic writings by Brown, 
Caudwell (to whose memory the book was dedicated), 
Lifshitz, Lukacs, Mehring, Plekhanov and Siegmeister. 
Also impressive is Harap’s familiarity with a whole 
range of bourgeois scholarship on art, literature and 
music, with the cultural sociology of Veblen and Simmel, 
and contemporary studies on fashion, radio and cinema 
audiences and mass publishing. Harap not only 
approached the task of setting out a Marxist aesthetic in 
a more systematic and scholarly fashion than Finkelstein 
but also used Marxist categories with a far more pro- 
found understanding. Thus, while Harap too discussed 
art as communication, he identified it as a ‘mode of 
ideology’ that not only ‘objectifies the current state of 
consciousness’ but functions to modify it. Harap was 
clear that art works could not be reduced to simple man- 
ifestations of class positions, at the same time as he 
insisted that they always function within systems of class 
power. Observing that form and content were dialecti- 
cally interrelated and ultimately inseparable, he advised 
that Marxist critics generally had given insufficient 
attention to the history of forms, within which class 
struggles were also fought out.”! 


It says something of Harap’s sophistication that he did 
not make the same kind of obeisances to the Stalinist 
position on national cultures as Finkelstein. While he 
too claimed that all great art was rooted in ‘common 
consciousness’, his whole handling of folk art and 
mass culture (to which he devoted separate chapters) 
was more nuanced and better informed. When he turned 
to modernism, Harap necessarily regretted the ‘dispro- 
portionate’ concern with form and technical experimen- 
tation in twentieth-century art, literature and music, at 
the same time as he acknowledged the role of the 
Russian Futurists in reinvigorating Russian poetry and 
praised Joyce’s Ulysses. In the face of the bewildering 
variety of available forms in a society with no common 
tradition, he advised contemporary artists to make a 
careful adaptation of traditional forms to new ends, but 
also warned that ‘there is no single tradition through 
which our age can best be expressed’.” Like Finkelstein, 
Harap saw great possibilities in the mass media. But if 
the technological resources for a great popular art were 
more developed in the United States than anywhere else, 
the dominance of commercial imperatives meant this 
could not appear without a transformation of social 
relations. 

I do not mean to imply that Social Roots of the Arts is 

not in some respects a Stalinist book. Its final chapter, 
‘Art under Socialism’, offers the Soviet Union as ‘a pow- 
erful example of the first stages of the responsible func- 
tioning of the artist in relation to society, and the mutual 
interest of the people and the artist.’ But even this invo- 
cation of the Soviet example is relatively muted by 
comparison with the inflated claims made by Soviet ide- 
ologues and echoed in pronouncements in the American 
Communist press, and when Sillen reviewed the book 
in Masses & Mainstream he particularly took exception 
to this passage, arguing that the Soviet audience was not 
‘srowing into the cultural tradition of humanity’ as 
Harap suggested, but constituted the most advanced 
protagonist of humanity’s ‘cultural tradition’. He also 
predictably attacked Harap’s position on the value of 
modernism, pronouncing it ‘eclectic’.” By comparison 
with Finkelstein, Harap got off lightly, and it is 
surprising that Social Roots of the Arts was scarcely 
mentioned in the Finkelstein debate, which came after 
its appearance. 

What is striking about the furore over Art and Society 
is the breast-beating it occasioned. Sillen, as editor of 
Masses & Mainstream, and Jerome, as editor of Political 
Affairs, both felt it necessary to pronounce mea culpa 
for their failure to publish criticisms of the book when 
it appeared and to exercise sufficient vigilance in the 
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purging of Browderism.” This is probably indicative of 
that wrenching process of self-criticism with which the 
Party responded to the Smith Act prosecutions. But it is 
also symptomatic of the Soviet response to the crisis in 
Europe and the Marshall Plan, which had led to the 
establishment of the Cominform in late 1947, and the 
ending of Popular Front tactics by the European Com- 
munist parties. Significant in this regard are Sillen and 
Jerome’s invocations of ‘the brilliant cultural critiques 
of Andrei Zhdanovy’, and their appeal to the example of 
Soviet Socialist Realism as the model for a progressive 
art.” This was a new turn in the cultural discourse of the 
American party, linked with the circulation of articles 
by Zhdanov and others in translation. Zhdanov had 
been ‘elected’ head of the Leningrad Central Committee 
of the cpsu after the murder of Kirov in 1934, and 
was deeply involved in the subsequent purges. Among 
Stalin’s close associates he played the role of theorist, 
and in 1946-7 made a series of speeches that prompted 
fresh purges in Soviet culture and ushered in a new 
conservative phase. Considering that Jewish theatre and 
Jewish officials were the main victims of this drive 
against ‘cosmopolitanism’, it is pathetically ironic that 
these pronouncements should have been hailed by 
Jewish Communists such as Sillen and Jerome, members 
of a Party that ardently supported the foundation of the 
state of Israel in 1948 (effectively embracing Zionism — 
although this was of course denied) and contemporane- 
ously sponsored a School of Jewish Studies.” 

However, while recent Soviet pronouncements 
undoubtedly provided the material from which the 
increasingly Manichaean view of culture was fashioned 
by the Party’s critics, it is important to register that their 
position was also a response to the extremity of their 
situation. Further, there were those among the artists 
and writers associated with the Party who found the 
manifest anti-Westernism and crudely undialectical 
interpretations of bourgeois culture articulated in Soviet 
statements simply unacceptable. Finkelstein, though, 
was not among them. His 1954 book, Realism in Art, 
declared its ‘primary purpose’ as ‘[t]o help counter 
the present anti-human and undemocratic trend in 
American painting’. Unlike Art and Society, it is a book 
solely concerned with the visual arts. It is also a much 
inferior one. Finkelstein’s strategy was to give an 
overview of the history of painting (with some refer- 
ences to sculpture) to show that realism was intrinsically 
linked to the truth and beauty of all great art, and that it 
was always the product of progressive social forces. By 
contrast with the insufficiently ‘class conscious’ Art and 
Society, he now frequently referred to art ‘reflecting’ 
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social contradictions and conflicts. Private patronage is 
simply ‘the kiss of death’ to art, and all great art is the 
product of the collective. While most artists in bourgeois 
society accept the world view of their patrons, a select 
few develop the critical perspective which is the basis of 
realism. Unlike Art and Society, Realism in Art is insis- 
tent on the inferiority of modernism, ritualistically com- 
paring the Surrealists unfavourably with Bosch, the 
Expressionists unfavourably with El Greco and Manet 
unfavourably with Velazquez. Whereas the earlier book 
had acknowledged a realist aspect to many types of art, 
its successor was far more censorious in tone.” 

The book’s final chapter, ‘Realism and Democratic 
Struggles in us Art’, has a certain interest — not, 
however, because of its attack on Abstract Expression- 
ism (which rests on an utterly misconceived attempt to 
associate the ideology of the movement with Dewey’s 
Art and Experience), but rather because it epitomises the 
extreme antipathy to modernism that had become de 
rigueur among the Party’s most authoritative cultural 
spokesmen. Thus the high point of twentieth-century 
American art for Finkelstein was the Ashcan School, 
because this came closest to a healthy and progressive 
realism. While acknowledging the political sympathies 
of progressive artists such as Gwathmey, Lawrence, 
Levine and Shahn, for him they had dallied too much 
with modernism: ‘The limitations of a style based on the 
primacy of a decorative paint surface, or on subjective 
symbols and distortions, is that it is unable to do justice 
to the beauty or sensuous richness of human and natural 
life.” Significantly, his most extended comment was 
addressed to the work of Evergood, whose commit- 
ments he praised as those of ‘a giant in. . . courage’, but 
whose Expressionist devices he sharply criticised. For 
Finkelstein, the artist of the left who came nearest to an 
art that could ‘speak to the common people’ was 
Charles White.* 

It is hard to imagine that the propagation of such 
narrow and crude views did not serve to alienate many 
artists who had displayed a loyalty to the Party in a 
period when the costs of Communist associations could 
be social ostracism, loss of employment and even impris- 
onment. Some evidence of this is provided by a mimeo- 
graphed document circulated in the Party’s New York 
artists’ club in 1947,*' which comprises a translation 
of an article from Pravda of 11 August, a commentary 
titled ‘American Communist Artists Discuss the 
“Pravda” Article’, and an unsigned and untitled rebuttal 
of the commentary by some higher-up. The Pravda 
article, “Toward the Flowering of the Soviet Art’, 
announced the decision to turn the All-Russian 
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Academy of Fine Arts into the Academy of Fine Art of 
the ussr and accompanied this with a statement about 
the functions of the new institution in building Soviet 
culture. What affronted the authors of the commentary 
was its incipient anti-Westernism, and its blanket asser- 
tions that the art of bourgeois societies was ‘rotten’, 
‘decadent’ and ‘formalistic’. To counter the example of 
Matisse and Picasso and others, the article held up that 
of ‘a highly spiritualized Russian realistic art’ deriving 
from Repin and Surikov. 

As the authors of the commentary pointed out, the 
Pravda article displayed ‘an oversimplified and non- 
Marxian concept of the relation between art and 
society’. Marx had specifically rejected the idea that 
ideology and culture mechanically reflected ‘economic 
needs and processes’. Their rebuttal sought to distin- 
guish between art that was produced in bourgeois 
society, and art that served bourgeois interests by 
rehearsing familiar arguments about the relative isola- 
tion of the artist under capitalism. However, while the 
modern artist was ‘isolated from the main political cur- 
rents of society’ and could not produce an art that con- 
veyed ‘specific social messages’, this did not mean ‘his’ 
work had no relation to social experience. The works 
of Cézanne, Van Gogh, Matisse and Picasso had 
contributed to ‘the enlargement of human vision and 
feeling’, and the study of non-Western art had led to the 
development of ‘a new visual language with interna- 
tional and universal characteristics’. Pravda’s author 
had ‘a static and limited approach to the question 
of realism’. While some bourgeois critics made ‘absurd 
and extravagant claims’ about modern art, it provided a 
rich resource for those who wished to use art as a 
weapon: ‘in the ranks of progressive and communist 
artists throughout capitalist countries there are great 
numbers whose work in varying degrees is connected 
with the “formalist” tradition.’ 

Like the Finkelstein of Art and Society (to which they 
referred), the authors of the rebuttal saw art generally as 
standing for values antithetical to capitalism, and could 
therefore envisage a broad alliance of artists working in 
different modes, all of whom were threatened by the 
current crisis. However, while this had been the vision of 
the Democratic Front, it was a position quite out of 
kilter with that of the Party’s cultural leadership in the 
late r94os. The critique of the artists’ statement accused 
them of arrogance towards their Russian comrades 
and of ultimately falling into the camp of defenders 
of Western culture against the regimentation of ‘eastern 
Communism’. Yet even this acknowledged that in 
looking to the Russian national heritage Pravda had 


been ‘diverted’ from ‘the more vital realist tradition of 
non-Russian painters of the 19th and 20th centuries’, 
and failed to recognise ‘the vital developments of social 
art in Mexico and the United States’. The author further 
implied that there was something to be learned from the 
work of Picasso and the School of Paris, and tried to 
qualify Pravda’s ‘brash statement’ that Soviet realist art 
was ‘the most advanced in the world’ by suggesting this 
did not mean ‘the best in an esthetic sense’, but only that 
which was ‘at least ideologically, and in direction, the 
most advanced.’ All the same, he expressed shock at the 
temerity of the artists in daring to question the Marxism 
of the cpsu. Pravda was correct in its critique of for- 
malism which was premissed on the bourgeois myth of a 
classless art. It was not only art that directly propagated 
bourgeois ideals such as reactionary political cartoons 
and advertising that served the interests of the bour- 
geosie as a class, it was also all art that did not directly 
ally itself with the proletarian movements. 

For all the attempt to mitigate the stark crudity of 
the Soviet position,” the critique of the artists’ statement 
could not disguise the fact that modernist techniques 
were now viewed as highly suspect, and Communist 
artists should not be indulging themselves in work with 
no direct political end. Charles Keller, whose studio on 
East 14th Street was a meeting place for one of the cp 
artists’ clubs, has recalled that the statement was sent in 
to the Daily Worker, which refused to print it, and that 
the whole episode had the effect of further alienating 
abstract artists from the Party.®* 


The Crisis of 1956-1957 and 
its Aftermath 


The debates of 1950 were not quite the end, however, 
and the pall of Zhdanovism lifted briefly in the last years 
of the decade. From 1950 to 1956, under the continuing 
editorship of Samuel Sillen, Masses & Mainstream was 
a sectarian Stalinist journal, with a limited number of 
regular writers. However, the crisis of the Party in 
1956-7 fanned the residues of Communist culture into a 
brief spark of life before they died out for good.** In 
April 1956 Sillen stepped down as editor, to be replaced 
by Milton Howard, with Humboldt as managing editor. 
At the same time, the magazine’s ongoing financial crisis 
forced a reduction in size from ninety-six to sixty-four 
pages,*° and the editorial board was cut to two. In 
February 1958 Humboldt became sole editor, a position 
he held until July 1960. From September 1956 the 
magazine resumed the title of Mainstream. 
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In Masses & Mainstream as in other Party organs, the 
revelations of the xxth Congress of the Soviet Communist 
Party and the Soviet invasion of Hungary brought 
unprecedentedly frank exchanges and attempts at self- 
criticism. The open acknowledgment of anti-Semitism in 
the ussr was particularly troubling for Communist 
intellectuals, given the high proportion of Jews among 
them.” For a while, things were said about both the 
Soviet leadership and that of the crusa that Party 
members before could have voiced at most quietly and 
in private. Humboldt, one of the most intelligent and 
principled of the Party’s intellectual lights, was able to use 
this climate to promote reviewing of a high calibre, 
despite the incredibly difficult circumstances in which he 
operated.’’ While he remained a member of the Party, 
Humboldt was highly critical of its leaders and of their 
outlook on culture. In a report of 1960, he referred to ‘the 
well-known anti-cultural prejudice’ within its ranks, and 
of ‘an indifference, amounting to hostility on the part of 
many officials’, while of the record of its self-styled ‘cul- 
tural leadership’, he wrote privately: ‘A crowd of intellec- 
tual pygmies wore the mantle of Marx, were wrong 
almost all the time, and still cannot see that the best thing 
that could happen would be if they announced that they 
believed at least half of them ought to be replaced by 





people willing to learn and closer to real life.” At a more 
personal level, he had been deeply critical of the way 
Sillen had run Masses & Mainstream, and had a person- 
ally antagonistic relationship with Finkelstein, who, in 
turn, was rankled by his editorial interventions.” 

For Humboldt the besetting weakness of Communist 
criticism to date had been that it was able to pronounce 
only pious generalities and usually fell flat when it came 
to the tasks of practical criticism. This position was 
grounded in a large perspective on art that explicitly 
rejected the familiar forms of Communist utilitarianism 
on cultural matters. In an important article of 1956, he 
wrote: 


To decree that art should make universal goals of such 
self-imposed limits as agitation and propaganda is 
to set the engineers of the soul to repairing the tracks 
of organization so that passengers may ride more 
smoothly — with the blinds down. Art is usually weak- 
ened when it adds the duty of solving problems explic- 
itly to the task of presenting them suggestively. 


While Humboldt likened art to science as a ‘weapon’ for 
progress, he also emphasised the differences between 
artistic and scientific knowledge, on the grounds that: 
‘There are no a priori rules for how the imagination 
shall conduct itself.” 
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Yet at the same time as Humboldt wished to distance 
himself from the old-timers of the cultural movement 
and the discredited mantras of Stalinism, he was 
painfully aware of the isolation of Mainstream, and 
hamstrung by his inability to pay contributors.” The 
input of the few really gifted writers he could muster - 
Annette Rubinstein, Barbara Giles and Tom McGrath — 
was insufficient to fill the monthly issues, and because of 
the ‘lack of competent people’, Humboldt was forced to 
look abroad for material.** Hence under his editorship 
Mainstream published much work by British Commu- 
nists, including some in the process of leaving the Party, 
among whom were Jack Beeching, John Berger, 
Christopher Hill and Arnold Kettle. From East Berlin, 
Edith Anderson also made a significant contribution.”* 
Given the conditions under which the magazine was 
produced, it is impressive that Humboldt managed to 
print insightful and critical reviews of a wide range of 
contemporary literature by authors such as de Beauvoir, 
Ginzburg, Kerouac, Lessing and Salinger, as well as of 
major new sociological and cultural studies by the likes 
of Arnold Hauser, Irving Howe and C. Wright Mills.”° 

It was in this context that the last major exchange 
over the visual arts occurred, when a group of self-styled 
Californian ‘progressive painters’ published a collective 
critique of Finkelstein’s Realism in Art that taxed its 
author with evaluating all art according to the standard 
of an ‘ideal realism’, in fact ‘usually some variant of 
naturalism subjected to social interpretation.’ Moreover, 
the tendency of his book was to move from general 
principles to the specific in a way that ‘seems to us to 
violate the very materialist principle to which Finkel- 
stein adheres’, in that it took no account of the actual 
qualities of particular works or the historical circum- 
stances of their production, and measured them by 
anachronistic criteria. Art was consistently graded by 
‘its scope to a one-to-one relationship with the historical 
moment’ as Finkelstein saw it. The authors particularly 
attacked his judgements on twentieth-century art, 
according to which the work of the essentially naturalis- 
tic artists of the Ashcan School was superior to that of 
Expressionists such as Munch, whereas in fact the latter 
surpassed theirs in ‘imaginative and formal power’. 
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Overall, his text exemplified the ‘tactical approach that 
has plagued Left criticism for many years’, and the 
authors called for its supersession ‘by a strategic view of 
the complexity of human experience, desire and 
thought.’ In the exchange that ensued, Finkelstein 
sought to position himself as one who was neither a 
‘formalist’ nor a ‘sociologist’, but at the same time 
defended his view that the arts were in some degree pro- 
gressive and interlinked with the larger growth of 
human knowledge — a position his opponents charac- 
terised as a kind of aesthetic Darwinism. The rejection 
of this principle by the Californian artists, Finkelstein 
claimed, left them with no criteria of realism. They, in 
turn, responded that Finkelstein sought to test art by 
norms of veracity that were inappropriate, because ‘the 
truths involved in art are non-demonstrable, non-pre- 
dictable.’ At root, what was at issue was not only the 
question of art’s specificity but also the claim that its 
truths were inherently subjective ones that could not be 
regimented by the immediate needs of the Communist 
Party or any other political agency. Truth in art, as more 
generally, was above Party. Although they did not say so, 
this was a lesson that the revelations of the xxth Congress 
had brought home to many who had long been dissatis- 
fied with the operation of the left cultural movement.” 

Those who emerged on top from the factional strug- 
gles of 1956-7, however, were precisely the same indi- 
viduals who had always been fatally confused about 
the Party’s relationship with truth. In 1959-60 Mike 
Newberry and Mike Gold attacked what they saw as the 
obscurantism and bohemianism of Mainstream in 
The Worker.’ Although Mainstream defended itself 
vigorously, Humboldt was eventually forced to resign, 
and left the Party. With a new board, the magazine 
limped on until August 1963, but it was unable to attract 
the vital exchanges through which it had briefly achieved 
something like a truly Marxist quality in the late 1950s.” 
With a movement that had dropped from around 20,000 
members to a mere 5,000 largely as a result of the crisis 
of faith among its own membership,'” in all likelihood 
this hardly mattered. There was scarcely anyone left in 
the Party who could write effective Marxist criticism, 
and very few within it who would care if they did. 


to. Social Art in the Cold War 





This chapter has to be far more a narrative of individu- 
als than my considerations of the earlier phases of social 
art for, as I have shown, the artistic organisations 
through which Communists operated from the early 
1940s onwards simply could not provide the kind of 
collective displays their precursors had in the previous 
decade. Equally disorienting was the demise of the New 
Deal arts programmes, which had been so central to 
the definition of Communists’ cultural vision under 
the Democratic Front. Congress’s refusal to approve an 
appropriation of $100,000 to fund ‘historical art 
records’ of the war in 1943 underlined legislative hostil- 
ity towards any further experiments in state patronage, 
and stood in marked contrast to the policy of the 
wartime state in Britain.' In the circumstances there was 
widespread concern with how artists would make a 
living in the postwar economy, and with the effects on 
art of a booming business culture, boosted by wartime 
production requirements and eager to adorn itself with 
the trappings of patriotism and public interest.* 

Like the rest, Communist and fellow-travelling artists 
were forced to fall back on advertising work, dealers’ 
exhibitions and the various museum shows. Yet the 
organised left had been such a force in the 1930s art 
scene that to begin with its members seemed capable of 
holding their own in these new conditions. Indeed, left- 
ists were surprisingly successful with business patrons 
such as Pepsi-Cola, the Encyclopedia Britannica and La 
Tausca Pearls, who began to play a role in the art market 
in the 1940s.’ However, the heyday of this phase of 
corporate patronage was relatively short-lived, and 
artists of the left remained largely dependent on private 
patrons with a taste for social art such as Joseph Hirsh- 
horn, or on museum purchases. Their ability to attract 
either turned partly on their status in mainstream art 
criticism, and although in the long term the most 
authoritative critics were those associated with the new 
abstract painting, acceptance of this art was a gradual 
process, and its success did not prevent recognition of 
the value of more traditional practices except for its 
most doctrinaire defenders. (Greenberg is the exception, 





not the norm here 
and the Magazine of Art, continued to print sympathetic 


The key art magazines, Art News 


appraisals of figures such as Evergood, Levine and 
Refregier into the 1950s. Given the decline of the Com- 
munists’ own press and the increasing orientation of 
leftist artists to the gallery system and museums, the 
attitudes of such organs assumed a new importance in 
defining the public profile of social art. 

Two general factors seem to bear particularly heavily 
on the character of such art after 1945, namely the 
impact of the war and the increasing marginalisation of 
the Communist Party in American political life. A signif- 
icant number of Communist and fellow-travelling artists 
experienced military service and like other Communists 
in such circumstances were forced to confront the social 
world of ordinary Americans without the protective 
cocooning of Party culture. Some were also obliged to 
witness the horrors of fascism and war directly. Even for 
those who did not serve, endless reports of fresh barbar- 
ities, culminating in the use of atomic weapons against 
Japan, were an aspect of contemporary consciousness 
no politically aware artist could ignore, however diffi- 
cult it might be to find forms adequate to address it. 
Reports of Nazi atrocities against the Jews were particu- 
larly traumatic for Jewish Communists, and contributed 
to a renewed sense of ethnicity that for many altered the 
‘delicate balance between ethnicity and universalism, and 
between Yiddishkayt and Marxism’ that the Party’s 
Jewish members had maintained in the 1920s and 1930s.” 

The immediate aftermath of the war saw the greatest 
strike wave in American history, when 4.6 million 
workers walked off the job, and general strikes took 
place in a number of cities. But while Communists held 
influential positions in some unions, in few was there a 
strong left-wing rank and file. For all the labour move- 
ment’s opposition to the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, it 
gave anti-Communists within the clo a weapon against 
Communist influentials, and the following year the 
Party compounded its isolation by opposing the main 
cio leadership over the Marshall Plan and the Wallace 
Third Party campaign. Truman’s victory and the humili- 


225 


Il From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 


ating defeat of the Progressive Party led to the isolation 
of the left in the cro generally and formal expulsions of 
eleven left-led unions in 1949-50. Although the labour 
movement achieved an unprecedented standard of living 
for its members in ensuing years despite Taft-Hartley, 
it was at the cost of its larger social vision and union 
democracy. In these circumstances, Communist artists 
became largely divorced from the mainstream of organ- 
ised labour. Their association with any mass political 
base — which had always been tenuous outside a few 
urban pockets — became increasingly a matter of fantasy. 
As a result, the symbolism of heroic labour became too 
removed from any palpable realites to be sustained, and 
the Party’s artists by and large abandoned it.° 

The effect of these developments on the character of 
social art was to make it more diffuse — in direct contra- 
diction to the tendency of Party policy on the arts. The 
iconography of class struggle was in some degree 
replaced by symbolic imagery of the human condition, 
an imagery more specific and figurative than that offered 
by Abstract Expressionism, needless to say, but often 
allegorical and sometimes obscure.” Satire of the ruling 
class remained a key weapon for the left, but in the 
hands of its chief exponent, Jack Levine, it became the 
basis for Old Masterish oil paintings and fine prints 
rather than the medium of popular propaganda that 
committed artists of the 1930s had aspired to make it. 
While the Communist press called on them to relate to a 
collective audience, some artists responded to the per- 
ceived anti-humanism of abstract art by focussing on the 
genre of the individual portrait which assumed an 
enhanced resonance by contrast — as indeed did natural- 
istic imagery of the human figure more generally in face 
of the ‘New Images of Man’® associated with modern 
art, which were for the most part primitivist and nega- 
tive in their connotations. Given the Party’s increasing 
focus on civil rights issues, it is hardly surprising that the 
African American painter Charles White should emerge 
as the most important Communist artist of the 1950s, at 
least at a symbolic level. The fact that White’s work was 
the closest thing to Socialist Realism being produced in 
the us context (as well as being an art of genuine stature) 
must also have contributed to this. But despite the 
attempts to propagate an American Zhdanovism that I 
discussed in the previous chapter, the art of the left 
remained enormously diverse in stylistic terms, ranging 
from the tight naturalism of Honoré Sharrer’ through 
to attempts to adapt modernist devices to politically 
charged motifs by Gwathmey and Toney. Before I 
examine these developments in more detail, it is neces- 
sary to consider who were the artists of the left in the 
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postwar period, and what their relationship was with 
the movement of the previous decade. 


Changing Personnel 


By 1945 some of the main proletarian artists of the early 
1930s had quit the Communist movement. Jacob Burck 
moved to Saint Louis in 1937 to work for the Post- 
Dispatch and in the following year joined the Chicago 
Times. A deportation hearing of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service in 1953 took evidence that while 
the artist admitted having been a paid employee of the 
Daily Worker (though not a Party member), he had 
acted ‘as a loyal and patriotic individual from 1938 to 
the present.’'” Limbach, who had also done extensive 
cartooning for the Communist press, had certainly 
become a critic of Stalinism by the time of the Soviet 
invasion of Finland, and in 1945 he illustrated a 
laboured verse satire on socialism by the former Com- 
munist poet and critic Stanley Burnshaw.'' By 1943, Joe 
Jones had self-confessedly lost faith in ‘the political 
motive’ that had driven his art hitherto, and in 1942 he 
left the AcA Gallery. Reviews of his 1945 exhibition 
noted a change of style in his work which, as a later 
critic put it, marked a shift from the ‘homespun’ to 
something more resembling Dufy or Segonzac.'* In 
1944, Ribak moved permanently to Taos where he 
established a school of art three years later, and began to 
paint abstract works." 

For doctrinaire modernists, there was perhaps even 
less reason for sticking with the movement as its moral 
and political credentials became increasingly tarnished. 
In notes of December 1939 Davis referred to ‘the poli- 
tical provincialism of the Caucasian hill-billy Stalin’, 
and next March he observed that Marxism was falla- 
cious because ‘it defines a human economy which 
excludes spiritual values.’ While he continued to see 
modern art as a weapon against fascism in the early 
1940s, he broke entirely with the collective groupings to 
which he had given so much energy during the previous 
decade."* In 1945 Ad Reinhardt was still lamenting 
Davis's ‘political inactivity’, but by the early r9 50s he too 
had effectively withdrawn from the Communist move- 
ment — although he remained determinedly leftist in his 
political orientation.'’ For rather different reasons, 
Quirt had also never accepted the Social Realist aes- 
thetic, and in the later 1930s his work became increas- 
ingly modernist in form. In the following decade he grew 
close to Davis and Romare Bearden, and in 1942 pub- 
lished a devastating critique of Social Realism, which, he 


claimed, could not function as a vehicle for true artistic 
values. Quirt took a position at the Layton School of Art 
in Milwaukee in 1944, and thereafter supported himself 
teaching art at Midwestern universities.'* Guglielmi’s 
work after his discharge from the army in 1945 also sug- 
gests an engagement with Davis’s example, and by the 
time of his solo exhibition in March 1948, his New York 
subject matter looked primarily an excuse for experi- 
ments in pictorial form. The haunting psychological ten- 
sions of his earlier work had disappeared, and with them 
its political edge.” Jacob Kainen moved to Washington, 
DC, in 1942 to take up a post in the Division of Graphic 
Arts at the us National Museum, and in the mid-1940s, 
learning he was under surveillance, severed his links 
with the New York left — although this did not save him 
from three security screenings between 1948 and 
1954.'° By 1950 his work was completely abstract in 
form, with no trace of the urban and political motifs 
that had preoccupied him in the 1930s. 

Other veterans of the 1930s left did not leave the 
movement, but for various reasons played a less active 
role. Phil Bard’s commitment to the Party was such that 
it sent him to Spain in 1936 to serve as political officer 
with the first International Brigade volunteers, although 
ill-health forced his early return.'? Manuscript notes in 
Bard’s papers show him to have been fully engaged in 
the debate over Zhdanovism in the late 1940s,” but 
in 1951 a heart operation left him paralysed down his 
right side, and while he continued to work as an artist, 
drawing with his left hand, he was an invalid thereafter. 
Lozowick moved to South Orange, New Jersey, in 1944 
and seems to have largely withdrawn from the Com- 
munist cultural world in Manhattan.’ Elements of his 
trademark iconography — industrial plant and electricity 
lines — continue to appear in his postwar prints, but 
from the mid-r950s he began to travel widely and his 
work thereafter was dominated by monuments and 
structures seen abroad, mixed with nature motifs. As 
late as 1950, Art News described Abraham Harriton as 
a ‘veteran social realist’ and he continued to show with 
the aca Gallery, but from 1943 on he was increasingly 
preoccupied with technical problems, and particularly 
Old Master techniques of glazing and underpainting.”* 
Olds, who also remained loyal to the aca, worked as 
an illustrator reporter for magazines such as the New 
Republic and Fortune in the postwar years. However, 
her main interests shifted from the industrial workers of 
her 1930s prints to images of birds and children’s books. 
Reviewers of her 1950 solo exhibition noted her aban- 
donment of social motifs, and a new focus on more 
formal concerns.” 


Social Art in the Cold War 


The work of some of those who remained in the 
movement, such as Gellert, Gropper and Reisman, 
showed no significant formal or intellectual develop- 
ment. However, that of others did — Neel, Solman and 
Raphael Soyer among them. Moreover, some of the 
younger figures who had gravitated to the party during 
the Popular Front continued to rethink the problem of 
social art in new ways. The most important of these 
were Gwathmey, Lawrence, Levine, Toney and White. In 
addition there were a few significant talents, such as 
Antonio Frasconi and Honoré Sharrer, who had no prior 
connection with the Party but were drawn to it in the 
last days of its cultural influence. 





The New Symbolism 


In April 1946, the Magazine of Art published an 
appraisal of the New York art scene by Milton Brown, 
which noted both the ‘vogue’ for abstraction and a new 
feeling among artists concerned ‘with a more serious 
exploration of the social scene’ that their means were 
inadequate. The ‘most promising trend’ he discerned 
among the latter was ‘a social symbolism, which com- 
bines contemporary artistic concepts and a complex 
iconography.’ Instances of this trend he found in the 
work of Evergood, Gwathmey, Shahn and Smith.” 

The prominence accorded Evergood was not supris- 
ing. During the war he had consolidated his position as 
a favourite of the left through such topical works as 
the Boy from Stalingrad (1943), and twelve panels on 
the theme of American—Russian friendship painted for 
reproduction in a Russian War Relief calendar. In 
1944, his Wheels of Victory (Frederick R. Weisman Art 
Museum, University of Minnesota) won second prize 
in the ‘Portrait of America’ competition sponsored by 
Pepsi-Cola and Artists for Victory.° Two years later, the 
Aca Gallery put on a major retrospective of fifty-eight 
works, accompanied by a book-length catalogue with an 
interpretative essay by the art historian Oliver Larkin. 
The 1946 exhibition received no less than three reviews 
in the Communist press, and Mike Gold wrote an article 
in praise of it for the Daily Worker.” 

Evergood’s credentials as an activist were impeccable, 
but his was a complex and uneven art that challenged 
critics to find categories adequate to it. The artist’s 1943 
assertion that the highest objective was ‘[t]he prodi- 
gious feat of combining art, modernity, and humanity’ 
acquired a new resonance in the postwar period with the 
supremacy of abstract art in various forms.”* In many 
respects, his statements of the 1950s show him drawing 
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on key concepts in the current Communist repertoire, 
and especially in his repeated contra-distinction of 
humanism and formalism. From the same conceptual 
armoury came his insistence that he was not and never 
had been a naturalist or a ‘photographic realist’. But on 
the other hand, his highly elastic conception of realism 
was emphatically not standard Stalinist issue. Realism 
was ‘a state of consciousness of what’s going on around 
one’, and it was dependent on communication with an 
audience: 


Realism means being connected with this world, 
expressing emotions common to all Man. The extent 
to which an artist copies the forms of nature, sym- 
bolizes or suggests them, is a matter of temperament. 
The scope is vast and limitless for the realist — once he 
has mastered his technique — his is a free-flowing 
expression of life, sustained by contact with other 
people and the world around him... 


Non-objective art, such as the work of Pollock, repre- 
sented a ‘retreat from life and reality’. It ‘was irrational’ 
and non-‘progressive’, an academic elitist art that 
appealed primarily to the wealthy bourgeoisie. In some 
respects this model of realism resembles that of Lukacs 
in its broad understanding of the cognitive dimensions 
of earlier art, but it is unlike his in its evaluation of mod- 
ernism, since Evergood acknowledged the achievements 
of artists such as Beckmann, Chagall, Klee, Matisse, 
Rouault and Picasso — and was discernibly influenced by 
most of them.” 

It was this broader concept of realism that enabled 
Evergood to justify the humorous and satirical elements 
in his work, which he consistently sought to validate 
through comparisons with Brueghel and Hogarth. To 
be popular, pictures needed to entertain, he is reported 
as saying. Modernism denominated ‘Realism’ and 
‘Satire’ as ‘bad taste’ because they were ‘useful’, and 
contributed to ‘social betterment’.”” Similarly, and in line 
with a conventional trope of realist aesthetics, Evergood 
emphasised his concern with the ‘affirmation of the 
ugly’, with making ‘art of what is not art’. Indeed, the 
complaint from a Daily Worker correspondent in 1944 
that his images of the people were ‘unnecessary and 
meaningless caricatures’ prompted Evergood to make an 
extended self-justification. As some of his critics sug- 
gested, this ugliness was sometimes just a sign of aes- 
thetic failure, but it was also the mark of a kind of 
deliberate anti-professionalism — as Fairfield Porter per- 
ceptively noted in 1952."! 

There were also complaints that some of his symbols 
were so vague as to be near impenetrable. For Evergood 
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such devices were justified because there were aspects 
of life that could not be directly represented, its ‘com- 
panion mysteries and intangibles’. As Larkin observed, 
his paintings could be understood partly as attempts to 
“communicate emotions which lie far below the mind’s 
surface’: 


The strange confrontations, the paradoxes which 
result from this effort cannot be translated into 





words, and to indicate them is only to suggest under- 
tones of dream, of fantasy, or pity and terror which 
trouble the mind yet somehow enrich, as the images of 
the Surrealis; 


humanity. 





so seldom do, our sense of common 





Despite his consistent populism, Evergood acknowl- 
edged that his art would not be understood by everyone: 
‘To create something original one must please himself 


first and last.’ 

Looking back from 1964, Evergood observed that his 
work of the 1930s had dealt mainly with ‘city life 
around 14th Street and Broadway.’ This perhaps 
makes it seem narrower in range than it was, but it had 
certainly centred on the social world of New York. 
Around the same time he told Donald Kuspit that in the 
1940s his work had become more defensive, less realist, 
and this was largely in response to the growing interest 
in abstract art." In 1958 he wrote of his 1930s paint- 
ings: ‘I have a good many of the strong statements left 
but nobody wants them.” If the ‘multiplicity of mean- 
ings’ Larkin found in Evergood’s pictures of the 1940s 
was at the root of their mysterious and ‘poetic’ effect, it 


163 Reproduction of Dream Catch in the window of Franklin 
Simon and Co., New York. 











164 Philip Evergood, Dream Catch, 1946, oil on canvas, 30 x 20/sin., Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1966. 
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could also suggest an indeterminacy that did not match 
his deeply felt political convictions. In contrast, some of 
his more explicitly symbolic works, such as his 1945 
satire on militarism The Quarantined Citadel (private 
collection) and his attempts to represent the nuclear 
horror of the years following, as in Renunciation 
(private collection) and The New Death (Collection 
Charles Gwathmey), have too much the character of the 
‘leaflet’? painting he rejected to be satisfying as works 
of art. 

The ambiguity of his work and the incongruous situa- 
tions created by the new business patronage are well 
exemplified by the small painting Dream Catch (fig. 
164), which won second prize in a competition spon- 
sored by the Heller-Deltah Company, manufacturers of 
La Tausca simulated pearls, in 1947. Ironically, the left- 
ists Weber and Sharrer had won first and second prizes 
in the initial La Tausca Pearls competition in 1945-6 — 
a competition in which a woman with pearls had been 
the specified theme.** The 1946-7 competition had no 
such thematic limitation, and received a flood of entries 
from distinguished artists such as Guston, Lawrence, 
Levine and Kuniyoshi. A jury, which included Gwath- 
mey, Weber and Raphael Soyer among others, awarded 
first prize to Abraham Rattner’s Expressionistic Christ 
and Two Soldiers, with second prize going to Dream 
Catch and third to Byron Browne’s Circus Bandsman.”” 
By contrast with the showing of works from the 1945-6 
competition at Portraits Inc. on Fifth Avenue, ninety- 
six entries from the second were exhibited in the less 
commercial ambience of the Riverside Museum. None 
the less, the relationship between any or all of the La 
Tausca pictures and the realm of advertising was vividly 
illustrated when a reproduction of Dream Catch was 
displayed in the window of Franklin Simon and Co, next 
to female mannequins wearing the latest 1946 fashions 
(fig. 163). Even so, the fact that Evergood placed a 
natural pearl prominently in his composition might be 
interpreted as an ironic comment on his patron. 

Art News welcomed the picture as a move from 
‘indictment’ to ‘satire’ and — not without justice — found 
it formally ‘better coordinated’ than Evergood’s work 
had been for some time. It also pleased Joseph Solman, 
when he reviewed it for Masses & Mainstream two 
years later.’ Evergood claimed the idea for the image 
came to him in a dream, and the painting as realised 
invokes the character of a dream at several levels. For- 
mally, the departures from standard perspective and the 
scalding anti-naturalistic colour were well established 
devices for signifying oneiric experience. But the paint- 
ing is also a dream in a thematic sense, in that the little 
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black boy floats effortlessly along with his huge fish, 
while the myriad white men enclosed in their scarlet 
fortress seem to angle fruitlessly. As such, the boy’s 
dream is a classic image of displacement: aspirations 
blocked in reality are realised in the realm of fantasy.” 
What makes the work so poignant is partly that 
the dreams of this barefooted child are so modest. 
Given what might seem to be the picture’s conscious 
Freudianism, it is perhaps worth noting that New 
Masses had printed an extensive debate on psycho- 
analysis in 1945-6, which despite its negative aspects 
contrasts markedly with the outright denunciations of 
Freudian psychology that appeared in the Party press at 
the beginning of the following decade.*° 

It would be reasonable to assume that the occasion for 
Dream Catch was provided in some sense by the wave of 
lynchings and other kinds of violence against African 
Americans in the postwar period. However, it is a sign of 
the shifts in Communist culture that in 1935 the artists 
of the John Reed Club had contributed to the contem- 
porary campaign against lynching through a collective 
exhibition packed with works (many of them graphics) 
that depicted injustice and struggle under the slogan 
‘Pictures Can Fight!’, while little more than ten years 
later one of the contributors to that earlier occasion (see 
fig. 52) was seeking to combat racial oppression through 
an image painted in the context of an advertising 
venture, the success of which depended primarily on the 
aesthetic status of the works it attracted. 

The misrecognitions such works could prompt are 
illustrated by Henry McBride’s review of Evergood’s 
1951 exhibition, in which he interpreted Sunny Side of 
the Street (fig. 165) as one of the artist’s ‘cheerful pic- 
tures’, seemingly oblivious to the irony of the song that 
gives the picture its title, and to the tragedy of crowded 
slum streets where games are played among trash cans 
and the cycle of life is likely to be brief — as indicated by 
the ambulance in the middle distance (oblivious, too, 
to the political aspiration implicit in the inter-racial 
scene).*' But if informed viewers could miss the rather 
obvious politics of such a work, what were they to make 
of the ‘social content’ of paintings such as American 
Shrimp Girl (fig. 166)? This is one of a number of pic- 
tures by the artist that centre on single images of 
women, and it was shown at his r955 exhibition with 
two others, Woman at Piano (National Museum of 
American Art) and Farmer’s Daughter (Collection 
Andrew Dintenfass). The first of these may be read as a 
satire on the trophy wife, the fastidiousness of the 
formal effects matching the doll-like face and languid 
elegance of the figure. By contrast, Farmer's Daughter is 


an image of earthy abundance, in which an adolescent 
girl with a basket of fruit held under her breasts kneels 
in an orchard against a vista of apples and ladders. In 
this, as in American Shrimp Girl, with its numerous 
openings in lobster pots, shells and bones, and the 
blatant and suggestive juxtapositioning of the fish tail 
and the girl’s crotch, the references to Freudian dream 
symbolism seem inescapable, and probably conscious. 
Seen from low down, the shrimp girl with her impassive 
look and bloated chalky thighs offers an overpowering 
image of adolescent sexuality. For all its faintly dis- 
turbing quality, the picture may be seen at one level as a 
riposte to the tubular legs of current screen idols such as 
Betty Grable and Marilyn Monroe, and to the image of 
the pin-up in general. By his own account, Evergood had 
some such satire on contemporary female stereotypes in 
mind with his women pictures of the 19 50s** and, while 
hardly at the forefront of Communist political activity in 
the period, the ‘subjugation of woman under capitalism, 
her dual exploitation as woman and as worker’ and the 
critique of ‘male supremacist ideology’ remained recur- 
rent themes in Party literature.** Obviously a great deal 
more could be said about these works than I have space 
for here, but I hope I have shown that there is a case for 
seeing them as being as rooted in Communist culture as 
Evergood’s proletarian imagery of the 1930s had been.“ 

Reviewing the 1955 exhibition in the New Yorker, 
Robert Coates seems to have missed the satire of these 
pictures, beyond noting they had a certain ‘circuslike 
air’, but Art News came closer in its assertion of 
Evergood’s seemingly indiscriminate absorption of such 
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165 Philip Evergood, Sunny Side of the Street, 1950, egg-oil varnish 
emulsion with marble and glass on canvas, 50 x 36'/;in., Corcoran Gallery 
of Art, Washington, D.C., Museum Purchase, Anna E. Clark fund, 


things as ‘Advertisements, cosmetics, comic books, Tin 


Pan Alley, Mother, hair, pins, giant breasts, angry words, 
syrupy sentiments’ and so on. American Shrimp Girl 
it characterised as ‘The Great American Wide Open 
Dreck, pointing to its ‘debris-littered landscape’ and 
‘bosomy girl with an expression of ecstatic insanity.’ 
‘Ecstatic insanity’ does not seem quite right, but “Dreck’ 
at least suggests the reviewer was discomfited by what 
he saw. 

In artistic terms, the 1950s brought Evergood consid- 
erable success, so much so that he found it difficult to 
paint enough to meet demand.“ Sunny Side of the Street 
won a prize at the Corcoran Biennial in 1951, while four 
years later American Shrimp Girl came first in a compe- 
tition sponsored by the Baltimore Museum of Art. In 
1960 a large retrospective of his work was held at the 
Whitney Museum, which subsequently travelled to six 
other museums and was accompanied by a scholarly 
book by John I. H. Baur. This was probably the high- 
point of Evergood’s career, and the exhibition received a 
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long enthusiastic review in Arts Magazine by George 
Dennison, which remains the most acute appraisal of 
Evergood’s later art. However, while Dennison grasped 
what Evergood was doing with the Social Realist aes- 
thetic, to Art News’s reviewer it seemed he had simply 
given it up for Magic Realism.” This was to miss the 
point, for Evergood had abandoned neither his political 
nor his aesthetic commitments. In 1954 he spoke at an 
event honouring International Publishers on its thirtieth 
anniversary, and lent his support to the campaign for 
V. J. Jerome, convicted under the Smith Act in 1953. The 
year before his Whitney retrospective, he was both sum- 
moned before the House Committe on Un-American 
Activities and elected to the National Institute of Arts 
and Letters. He left the board of Masses & Mainstream 
when it was re-organised after the 1956 crisis, but this 
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166 Philip Evergood, American Shrimp Girl, 1954, oil on canvas, 48'/, x 32°/,in., Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Gift of the Joseph H. Hirshhorn Foundation, 1966. 


does not seem to have signified any estrangement from 
the magazine, which printed a warm review of the 
Whitney retrospective** and continued to make occa- 
sional use of his drawings for illustrative purposes. In a 
1964 interview with Donald Kuspit, Evergood main- 
tained that while he still admired the ussr, he did not 
like the authoritarianism of Soviet society. Socialism 
remained a long-term ideal, but it was one that artist 
and proletarian should contribute equally to attaining.” 

Siporin’s route to his ‘new symbolic style’ (as Art News 
dubbed it in 1946) was different from Evergood’s, and so 
were the reference points of his symbolism. Like Ever- 
good, he had a reputation as a humourist and indeed had 
established his name as a caricaturist before he became 
widely known as a painter. Although his standing in the 
late 1930s depended primarily on his work as a muralist, 
he had produced an important series of gouaches on the 
Back of the Yards district of Chicago for the FAP easel 
division that were much liked by the administration and 
widely exhibited, and in 1939 the Museum of Modern 
Art bought one of his oils.’ The works in the artist’s first 
solo show, held in New York in 1940, surprised the 
critics by what was variously described as their ‘roman- 
tic’ or ‘semi-surrealist’ treatment of social themes and 
emphatic paint textures.” Significantly, the venue for this 
display was Edith Halpert’s Downtown Gallery and not 
the aca. Although not a fellow-traveller, Halpert was 
certainly a liberal in her political outlook. She was a 
warm supporter of the wpa and state support of the arts, 
and had a longstanding connection with social art.” 
Correspondingly, leftists were strongly represented in her 
stable, among them Crawford, Davis, Guglielmi, 
Lawrence, Levine and Shahn. But their work had a more 
modernist character than that of the Aca team generally, 
matching in this regard that of her less engaged clients 
such as Marin and O’Keeffe. 

The mural aesthetic involved Siporin far more than 
Evergood (who never painted a fresco), and his works of 
the postwar period can be understood at one level as 
an attempt to cram the ambitions of his historical and 
social series of the 1930s into the framework of the 
single easel picture —- as some contemporary critics 
recognised. To begin with, the subject matter of his 
new work came directly out of his wartime service, most 
of which was spent with the Information and Historical 
Service of the Fifth Army. Siporin regarded his experi- 
ences of the campaigns in North Africa and Italy - 
where he witnessed the public display of Mussolini’s 
corpse in Milan and the liberation of a concentration 
camp™ — as marking a decisive turning point in his 
development. Although his wartime drawings are full of 
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compelling images of devastation, it was not warfare as 
such that gripped him so much as the spectacle of the 
North African and Italian peoples moving among the 
debris of their history: ‘I discovered that the realities that 
most interested me in painting, the life that most stimu- 
lated my imagination, excited my emotions and creative 
impulses existed in panoramic proportions in both 
these places.’ He used the Guggenheim Fellowships he 
received in 1945 and 1946 to produce a body of work 
that drew on what he had seen (see fig. 167), and in 
1950, having won the Prix de Rome for Painting, he 
returned to Italy, travelling widely and steeping himself 
in the ‘museums and monuments of Europe’.** The world 
of the Midwest, so central to the iconography of his 
prewar work, was completely discarded. At the same 
time, he became increasingly interested in the example of 
Italian fresco painting, adding Masaccio and Piero della 
Francesca to Orozco in his gallery of ‘favourite artists’.°° 

In Siporin’s own estimation, as well as that of others, 
his most important works of the immediate postwar 
period were End of an Era and Endless Voyage (fig. 
168), both of 1946. The former is a complex canvas, 
40 x 52 inches, packed with mannequin-like forms in a 
composition that suggests both the complex figure hier- 
archies of fifteenth-century Italian painters such as 
Benozzo Gozzoli and the spatial incongruities of mod- 
ernist art. Although there is an implied causal connec- 
tion between motifs in the upper part — the corpse of 
Mussolini to the left and various other references to his 
career” — and the funeral scene in the nearest plane, the 
picture works as much as a conglomeration of symbols 
as it does as a narrative. When End of an Era was exhib- 
ited at the Pennsylvania Academy in 1947, Dorothy 
Grafly singled it out in her Art News review as represen- 
tative of a ‘weird current of disillusion’ prominent in the 
show. And on the basis of such works, another critic 
writing for the magazine later in the year associated 
Siporin with ‘such social fantasists as Beckmann and 
Peter Blume’. The picture won first prize at the Chicago 
annual of local artists, but received several negative 
comments in the local press. Ivan Albright damned it as 
‘an incurably inane effort at painting’, ‘far more appro- 
priate at the head of a May Day parade banner . . . than 
flaunting its hysteria on a Museum wall’, capping this 
little piece of red-baiting with the anti-Semitic slur that 
the exhibits by Siporin and his mother were ‘the only 
wailing wall’ on show.** Whatever grounding this polit- 
ical and racist invective had in Albright’s personal 
outlook or in art-world competition, it indicates that 
Siporin’s work had not lost its association with social art 
because of his changes in style and motif. 
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168 Mitchell Siporin, Endless Voyage, 1946, 
oil on vas, 34'/) x 39°/,in., University of lowa 
Muse of Art (1947.44), © The University of lowa 








Like Mountain Passage (De Cordova Museum, 
Lincoln, Mass.) of the following year, Endless Voyage 
symbolises the plight of refugees, in this case Jewish 
‘Displaced Persons’. Siporin regarded it as one of his 
‘strongest social expressions’.’ The picture is smaller 
than End of an Era, but it too is crammed with figures, 
all compressed into a teardrop-shaped vessel that seems 
too small to contain their bodies, perilously placed in a 
stormy sea under a glowering sky and bloody sun. The 
bow of their ark seems to point against the grain, and 
most faces are turned backwards to what they have left 
behind. Siporin said the sensation he wished to suggest 
came from the experience of a troop ship voyage back 
from Italy, but the contemporary reference point he is 
likely to have had in mind was the plight of illegal 
Jewish immigrants being turned away from Palestine, 
and the sail of the boat bears the words ‘Land of Israel’ 
in Hebrew.” The picture must have resonated even more 
powerfully after the debacle over the refugee ship 
Exodus 1947, which took place between July and 
September, and was used to great effect by Zionist pro- 
paganda to demonstrate the ‘inhumanity’ of the British 
administration and the alleged anti-Semitism of the 
Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin. Intercepted by the 
British navy off the Palestine coast, the Exodus 1947 
was taken to Haifa, where its passengers were trans- 
ferred to three other ships. After they refused to accept 
asylum in France, they were sent to the British zone 
of Germany and forcibly disembarked. Humanité, the 
French Communist paper, dubbed the three ships ‘a 
floating Auschwitz’, and the plight of the refugees was a 
major theme in critiques of British imperialism in the 
American Communist press.°! However, the archaicism 
of Siporin’s boat and the Expressionist conception signi- 
fied a more general comment. At least, this was certainly 
how Fortune read the picture when it featured it in 
December 1946 as ‘one of the most striking efforts to 
come from an American artist since the formal war 
ended’. Endless Voyage was ‘not a statement but a ques- 
tion — a question that echoes and re-echoes in the ear of 
all mankind: that is wordless, but thunders’, namely the 
conundrum of ‘humanity’s destiny’. Siporin had phrased 
this question ‘in terms of Judaism’, but it spoke equally 
to the Gentiles. 

It was predictable that works that appealed to the 
middle-brow press as symbols of the human condition 
would seem to Communist critics insufficiently partisan, 
a masking of the real and precisely identifiable causes 
of contemporary suffering through obscure evocations 
of fate. The Daily Worker's Marion Summers already 
discerned the ‘remnants of the formalist tradition’ in 
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Siporin’s Verdict, a relatively direct image of partisans 
gathered round the hanging bodies of Mussolini and his 
associates shown at the Downtown’s Six Artists Out of 
Uniform exhibition in 1946. He disliked the ‘confused 
and dreamlike quality’ of the picture, and the represen- 
tation of the partisans as ‘a mob of distorted and 
inhuman puppets’. Later in the year, Summers compared 
Endless Voyage unfavourably with the work of Shahn 
(showing together with Siporin’s at the Downtown’s 
annual), complaining that his figures reduced persons to 
‘paper dolls’, lacking in both ‘individuality’ and ‘reality’. 
Siporin’s symbolism was weaker than Shahn’s because it 
was more removed from a ‘particular condition’. Both, 
however, were afflicted by the ‘pessimism which attacks 
so many sensitive people in our society’, and which was ‘a 
dominant note in bourgeois culture’. Perhaps too, unspo- 
ken, was an unease with what might be read — despite 
Fortune — as a picture of specifically ethnic protest.” 

Pessimistic symbolism, in both abstract and figurative 
forms, was not just a vogue of the immediate postwar 
years. Indeed, by the time of the Whitney’s 1949 annual, 
it had become such a besetting feature of contemporary 
American art as to prompt comment in a Life magazine 
editorial.“ That such art matched the outlook of key 
players in the ‘cultural apparatus’ is evident from 
Thomas B. Hess’s review, where he hailed the exhibition 
as the ‘best one of its kind’ in his memory."* Like other 
up-and-coming critics, Hess foregrounded the abstrac- 
tionists — de Kooning, Pollock, Hofmann, Knaths, 
Motherwell and Greene in this instance — and wished 
that the ‘one painting per painter’ rule might be waived 
to permit the showing of more of their work at the 
expense of less worthy talents. However, he acknowl- 
edged the excellence of paintings by Beckmann and 
Shahn, ‘[t]wo of the most influential artists in America’, 
and noted that their ‘devices of allegory and social 
realism’ were ‘echoed in almost every room’ in the show. 
One of the works that stood out in this vein was Alton 
Pickens’s Carnival (fig. 169), a picture that despite its 
‘unpleasantness’ commanded ‘attention and respect’. 
Like other critics, Hess associated Pickens with such 
artists as Jared French, Henry Koerner and George 
Tooker. However, unlike theirs, Pickens’s painting had a 
direct political significance, in that in the context of the 
late 1940s such a Goyaesque concatenation of symbols 
of superstition (the rightmost figure) and false witness 
(the leftmost figure and ape) could only refer to the 
antics of the House Committee on Un-American 
Activities, as Life’s description of it as ‘a ghoulish 
parody on loud-mouthed frauds who pose as defenders 
of liberty’ seems to imply." 
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Alton Pickens, Carnival, 1949, oil on canvas, 54 40°7/sin., Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Lincoln Kirstein 
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170 Joseph Hirsch, Nine Men, 1949, oil on linen, 
Ward Ranger through the National Academy of Design 


Pickens proudly asserted his associations with the 
labour movement, and described his art as an ‘attempt 
to capture the warping of the truth and the fiction into 
one schismatic reality’, to point out the differences 
between ‘a nation’s posturing of democracy’ and ‘its 
practices’. Yet despite this, his art was again too nega- 
tive, too concerned with senseless ‘phantasmagoria’ to 
appeal to Communist sensibilities.” The paintings by 
him shown at the Museum of Modern Art’s Fourteen 
Americans in 1946, such as The Cardplayers and The 
Game of Pretend, struck Marion Summers as pervaded 
by ‘an overwhelming bitterness’. His figures — ‘stunted 
and crippled, twisted into gnome-like caricatures per- 
forming grotesque rituals’ — showed the artist’s “hatred 
of injustice’, but his ‘cynical distortion of people defeats 
his own purpose.’ None the less, he distinguished 
between Pickens’s art and that of Tooker, which he 
damned as simply ‘degenerate’, with no — 
concern for the historical resonances of that term.” 

Clearly the artists of the left were not without talent 
or status in the late 1940s. Siporin’s enigmatic image of 
alienation, Dancers by the Clock, was bought by the 
Whitney Museum, Pickens’s Carnival was given to the 


38 x 64in., Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., 
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Museum of Modern Art by Lincoln Kirstein in 1951, 
and the year before Joseph Hirsch’s Nine Men (fig. 170) 
—a work that came closer to the Social Realist paradigm 
in its dignified image of inter-racial fellowship among 
working men than almost any other of the decade — was 
awarded fourth prize in the Metropolitan Museum’s 
much heralded national exhibition of American art.” 
But ironically, their art had more appeal generally to the 
critics of the mainstream art magazines than it did to 
those who wrote for the Communist press. It is a sign of 
how crippling the Manichean polarities of Communist 
political and cultural analysis were at this point that 
the Party’s leading critics could make no significant 
distinction between a universalistic pessimism about the 
human condition associated with Abstract Expres- 
sionism — which they rightly perceived was grounded in 
irrationalist philosophies and mysticism — and the his- 
torically specific satires and imagery of contemporary 
tragedy that preoccupied left-wing artists such as 
Pickens and Siporin. And this despite the manifest dif- 
ferences in the artistic forms they deployed, with all that 
implied about different conceptions both of audience 
and the value of rational criticism. The Party’s Polyan- 
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nish fantasies of the Soviet Union demanded an imagery 
that projected faith in the future in this moment of 
The Twilight of World Capitalism,” and which did so 
through an heroic or at least ‘humanistic’ picturing of 
‘Man’. The counterpart to this blindspot in the Commu- 
nists’ critical eye was, of course, the inability of popular 
magazines such as Life and the art press to make any 
such distinction either. But then they had no interest in 
doing so; the Communists arguably did. 

Siporin went on to a distinguished academic career as 
Chair of the Department of Fine Arts at Brandeis 
University. By the middle of the decade references to 
contemporary culture in his work had become so 
oblique as to be virtually impalpable.” Pickens contin- 
ued to produce thinly veiled satires on McCarthysim in 
the early 1950s, but thereafter his symbolism was 
increasingly hermetic, and in the 1960s he turned to 
sculpture. He was also unprolific. The solo exhibition he 
had at the aca Gallery in 1956 was his first, and the year 
before he described himself as a ‘Sunday painter’ who 
lived by teaching. Any association between either 
Siporin or Pickens and the Communist Party seems to 
have ended by 1950. 


Socialist Humanism and the Portrait 


For Communists and liberals alike, the key stakes in 
critical discourse on the arts in the 1950s — politically 
speaking — were represented by the term ‘humanism’. 
Among the former, humanism was widely associated 
with a view of the human condition that was optimistic 
and progressivist, and that emphasised the individual’s 
rational powers and capacity for collective effort in the 
pursuit of social betterment. For them, humanism was 
an attribute of the progressive forces in history. It was an 
outlook the bourgeoisie itself had developed in_ its 
phases as a rising and revolutionary class, but that it was 
unable to maintain in its current decadence and decline. 
Indeed, latterly its dominant outlook was characterised 
by ‘ideas of chauvinism, of pessimism, of “eternal 
warfare” between the “individual and society”, of the 
“unknowability of reality”, of war as inherent in human 
nature, of man’s mind as the eternal slave of mysterious 
subconscious forces.’ This assumed outlook was corre- 
spondingly characterised as ‘anti-human’, and was man- 
ifested across the arts of Western societies in ‘formalism’ 
and what was perceived as an absence of human 
content.” In the visual arts specifically, it was revealed 
by the perceived dehumanisation of abstract art, or in 
distorted images of the figure that projected the individ- 
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ual as anguished and isolated, prone to irrational sub- 
conscious drives and primal emotions. The connection 
between contemporary avant-garde art and a pervasive 
ideological formation of this type was not in fact illu- 
sory, however reductive Communist explanations of it 
usually were. Indeed, we can recognise in it something 
broadly similar to the ‘Modern Man Discourse’ that 
Michael Leja has shown underpinned Abstract 
Expressionism. * 

Before the Second World War, many liberals had 
shared something of the Communists’ optimistic view of 
the human condition; it was partly because of this that 
cooperation between them around the New Deal had 
been possible. However, the bleaker tenor of Cold War 
liberalism matched with an utter scepticism towards the 
ussr and acceptance of bourgeois democracy as the best 
social model available, although some liberals hoped 
that democratic capitalist societies would gradually 
evolve towards some kind of more socialised economy. 
Historians of Abstract Expressionism have argued per- 
suasively that this shift in the tenor of liberalism is 
crucial to understanding the positive critical reception of 
the movement, but they have not located this response in 
relation to the rearguard action of artists and critics 
around the Communist movement who continued to 
defend the paradigm of social art, and thus miss some- 
thing of the negative thrust of such criticism and of the 
political issues at stake.” 

Partisans of contemporary modernism responded in 
one of two ways to charges of anti-humanism, which 
seem to correlate with their respective institutional posi- 
tions. Avant-garde critics and artists refused the idea 
that humanism, in the traditional sense, was any kind of 
relevant criterion. Thus Harold Rosenberg and Balcomb 
Greene defended the idea of ‘pure art’ and of specialisa- 
tion in the pages of Art News. According to Rosenberg, 
the humanists’ argument contra formalism was ‘pri- 
marily...a political argument...It is designed to 
shark up a militant solidarity of Plain Men in behalf of 
an ideology seeking social power and to “integrate” the 
artist into a polis ruled by this ideology.’ The ‘separate 
nihilisms of the professions’ were a necessary bulwark 
against totalitarianism, and the revolutionary party was 
just one group of professionals seeking to impose their 
extraneous demands on artists. Consequently, artists 
should not seek to make their work subservient to the 
demands of ‘History’ — however imperative these might 
seem, since the ‘irreconcilability of art and ideological 
utility’ had been demonstrated beyond question by the 
‘debacle’ of American painting of the 1930s.” Similarly, 
Greene advocated the ‘radical personalization of art’ as 








a kind of moral responsibility of the artist, and the only 
defence against what he called ‘a rampant materialism 
and the blight of conformity’. The situation in which 
contemporary artists were working demanded a refusal 
of demands of ‘communication’ with any putative 
community. 

Institutional voices tended to reject the charge of 
dehumanisation as such by shifting the meaning of 
humanism so that it referred to something like a concern 
with the human condition in a more pessimistic sense, 
corresponding with Cold War liberalism. Thus, in one of 
the earliest synthetic statements on Abstract Expression- 
ism, William Seitz, then ‘critic in residence’ at Princeton 
University, asserted: 


Far from aiming at a programmatic abstraction of 
dehumanization, human content - interpreted in 
terms of a reality that is felt, rather than experienced 
visually or tactilely, is a central concern of American 
art today. Despite extreme difference, its common 
subject matter is the response of the individual and 
group self to existence in the modern world. 


Moreover in charging the contemporary artist with 
undue ‘preoccupation with formal means’, critics missed 
the fact that ‘the painters’ and sculptors’ empathic iden- 
tification with materials, technical processes and struc- 
ture is a symbolic function of the entire personality.’” 
The catalogue to a major exhibition with the title New 
Images of Man, shown at the Museum of Modern Art at 
the end of the decade, opened with a statement by the 
existentialist theologian Paul Tillich which interpreted 
the art on display as an attempt to assert the humanity 
of the artists in the face of both the ‘dehumanizing struc- 
ture of the totalitarian systems’ and ‘the dehumanizing 
consequences of technical mass civilization’. The exhibi- 
tion’s curator, Peter Selz, presented the international 
roster of twenty-three artists, who ranged from Appel, 
Bacon, Dubuffet and Giacometti to de Kooning and 
Pollock, as offering profoundly personal works in some 
sense set against the ‘stereotypes and standardizations’ 
that dominated contemporary life. They were painters 
and sculptors who, ‘courageously aware of a time of 
dread, have found articulate expression for the “wounds 
of existence”’.”’ Thus partisans of contemporary mod- 
ernism and its enemies on the left alike tried to claim 
title to greater human significance. 

Although the debate was often inflected by Cold War 
rhetoric, that this was not simply a struggle between 
political right and political left was well understood at 
the time. As Rosenberg noted, those putting demands on 
art in the name of ‘community’ came from both sides of 
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the spectrum. But beyond this, the letters columns in art 
magazines suggest that many artists and art-world pro- 
fessionals were alarmed by the hegemony of modernist 
abstraction, its authority in museums and the art press, 
and the corresponding devaluation of traditional skills 
and almost all variants of naturalism. The coming 
together of artists with diverse political inclinations 
that the situation brought about is clearly illustrated in 
the magazine Reality, subtitled ‘A Journal of Artists’ 
Opinions’, which appeared three times over the years 
1953-5- 

Reality was initiated by Raphael Soyer. To begin with 
it centred on a group that included Evergood, Hirsch, 
Hopper, Kroll, Poor, Shahn and Wilson, which had its 
first meeting in March 1950 at the Del Pezzo Restaurant 
in New York. An opening ‘Statement’ over forty-seven 
signatures asserted: 


Today, mere textural novelty is being presented by a 
dominant group of museum officials, dealers, and 
publicity men as the unique manifestation of the artis- 
tic intuition. This arbitrary exploitation of a single 
phase of painting encourages a contempt for the taste 
and intelligence of the public... These theories are 
fixed in a ritual jargon equally incomprehensible to 
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artist and layman. 


Such characterisation of the groups promoting abstract 
art suggests that, like the artists’ organisations of the 
19308, Reality was partly an attempt by artists to assert 
their professional competence in the face of the authority 
represented by curators, collectors and critics."' Of the 
forty-seven, many had been or were leftists, but they also 
included Bishop, Burchfield and Hopper, who had no 
such political identifications.” Neither did they hold to 
any single aesthetic line. The editors explicitly denied 
that the title ‘Realists’ could serve as a ‘rallying point’ for 
the group,®’ and some of those involved practised in 
idioms that were essentially modernist, among them 
being Lawrence, Solman and Toney. 

As their ‘Statement’ indicates, the Reality group also 
aimed to challenge the validating discourse on abstract 
art, and in issues 1 and 3, Maurice Grosser published 
articles pillorying the vagueness and pretentiousness 
of contemporary criticism through quotations taken 
mainly from Art News." These charges did not pass 
unanswered. An editorial in Art Digest characterised the 
‘Statement’ itself as the ‘language of reaction’, while 
in Art News, Frankfurter associated Reality with a 
Soviet-type critique of abstraction, but declined to 
attack it to avoid any association with ‘the McCarthys 
or Donderos’.** It is likely that Rosenberg’s withering 
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assault on ‘Community Criticism’ in the February 1956 
Art News was also partly a response to the Reality 
group — or so his references to those with ‘vested inter- 
ests in certain obsolete techniques’ and his concluding 
aspersions on Levine suggest.*° 

Inevitably, the group’s institutional animus was 
directed primarily against the Museum of Modern Art, 
and the first issue printed a letter to the directors 
that discreetly blamed the museum for disseminating 
‘the fast-spreading doctrine that non-objectivism has 
achieved some sort of esthetic finality that precludes all 
other forms of expression’, and called on it to arrange a 
more balanced programme. However, at two confer- 
ences between the editors and the directors the latter 





denied they were giving ‘undue attention to non- 
objective art’, a position they reiterated in a letter of 
reply in Art Digest. Here, d’Harnoncourt, Barr and 
Ritchie defended the Museum’s record in showing and 
purchasing American ‘realists’ and ‘expressionists’, 
and asserted that they favoured no ‘single point of view’: 
‘We believe that diversity is a sign of freedom of expres- 
sion inherent in any democratic society.’ They in turn 
reminded the publishers of Reality ‘that even as noble a 
word as humanism has recently become converted into a 
mask for several varieties of dogmatic intolerance.” 

Indeed, from the outset, Reality’s editors had identi- 
fied their common perspective with ‘humanism’, and 
several statements about the term appeared in the maga- 
zine. In response, Art Digest’s columnist Otis Gage 
sought to query the group’s monopoly on the title, point- 
ing out that ‘humanism’ was ‘not a style of painting’ but 
a rather vague ‘philosophical concept’ with no single 
artistic corollary. For him, what was ‘offered as 
humanist art in the United States is sentimental and 
old-fashioned’, ‘illustrations of contemporary scenes’ 
that were ‘not necessarily expressions of modern reality.’ 
By contrast, the ‘American avant-garde is reaching out 
and has already produced a movement and certain indi- 
vidual works that promise a fruitful development.’ This 
was the case because any art that would ‘make a claim 
on our imagination’ needed ‘a value in the realm of 
form,’ and since humanism was necessarily a ‘changing 
concept’ it demanded new forms." 

To this argument, Raphael Soyer replied directly in a 
symposium on the human figure published in November, 
precisely reversing Gage’s evaluation: 


Certainly, the human figure — and by that I mean man 
and his life, his attributes, his habitat — human content 
in general, can be re-interpreted and have validity for 
our times, as it has been re-interpreted in each succes- 
sive epoch throughout the ages. The human figure is 
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being painted today, at this moment, in forms adapted 

to our times, in many manners and styles, humbly, 
: a ae 

poignantly and meaningfully.” 


Abstract Expressionism, by contrast, was ‘meaningless’, 
‘illogical’ and ‘unnatural’. In effect, the claims of both 
artist and critic were apodeictic ones that represented 
a clash of different values neither fully articulated. 
Although Soyer was famously described as a diminutive 
shy man who spoke in a ‘husky whisper’, even as ‘gentle 
and elflike’,’' he was a vocal and pugnacious defender of 
realism in the postwar years. A profile of the artist, pub- 
lished in 1951 when he won first prize in the Corcoran 
Annual, reported that for him non-objective art was 
‘expressive of disillusionment, miasma and death.’ In an 
impromptu address at the exhibition opening he called 
on his fellow artists to ‘paint humanistically and intelli- 
gently, Man, and what Man touches, his aspirations, 
and whatever happens to him in this eternal struggle for 
a better life.”* It is this last phrase that gives away the 
political implications of Soyer’s humanism, for such an 
expression had no part in that alternative model exem- 
plified above by Seitz, Seltz and Otis, in which all the 
emphasis was on individual estrangement and isolation, 
and the forms of collective life appeared part of the 
problem rather than the route to a solution. 

I want to be clear that | am not claiming Soyer’s state- 
ments of the postwar period had any programmatic 
connection with criticisms of the ‘anti-human’ character 
of abstract art being advanced contemporaneously by 
critics in the Communist press, any more than his paint- 
ings of the 1930s had been attempts to embody the aes- 
thetics of proletarianism and social art. The evolution of 
the Soyers’ work out of the model of the Ashcan School 
and its kinship with Henri’s aesthetic are clear enough. 
What I am claiming is that the positions were comple- 
mentary, and given Soyer’s continuing commitment to 
progressive political causes this is unlikely to have been 
coincidental.”* In his 1972 monograph on Soyer, Lloyd 
Goodrich was at pains to emphasise that his art, even in 
the 1930s, was not ‘political’. This is true in as far as 
Soyer consistently rejected the idea of art as propa- 
ganda, and he was quoted in 1941 as saying he thought 
it ‘futile to paint social content pictures consciously”. But 
if his work was conceived without any propagandistic 
intent, it had always stood as an affirmation of class sol- 
idarity, a quality that prompted Art Digest to observe 
in 1938 that his images of dancers and models, just 
as much as his images of the unemployed such as the 
impressive Transients (1936; University of Texas at 
Austin), had a ‘message for the downtrodden’. This pic- 
torial solidarity with the common man and woman con- 


tinued after the war, and he told the author of a 1948 
profile: ‘I paint what’s nearest to me, the plain people 
I mingle with and understand.”* Correspondingly, he 
claimed to ‘value the opinion of people whose judge- 
ment is derived from daily experience above the 
opinions of esthetes, sophists and rationalizers ad 
absurdum.””* 

If pictures of people had no single political meaning in 
the 1940s and 1950s, they continued to have distinctive 
connotations for those on the left, and this helps to 
explain the importance of the portrait genre in the work 
of painters such as Soyer, Solman and Neel, who main- 
tained their political beliefs in these years. For all three — 
as for other artists I have looked at — the decline of the 
Communist-led left can be registered in terms of a more 
private iconography, in their case one focused on indi- 
vidual interactions and the studio. Neel largely aban- 
doned the Social Realist motifs that had been one aspect 
of her 1930s output.” Solman painted fewer of the 
New York urban scenes with which he had made his rep- 
utation, and in his exhibitions of the late 1940s and 
1950s appeared primarily as a painter of studio interiors 
and portraits. And Soyer, too, turned increasingly to 
portraits and studio themes, and when he depicted 
labour did so in interior scenes of seamstresses. In 1951 
he was reported as saying that he now found the New 
York streets ‘too choked, out of tune, brassy.’ Although 
he contemplated painting the Union Square demonstra- 
tion against the execution of the Rosenbergs on 19 June 
1953, the picture was never realised.”” 

None of the three was interested in the portrait in the 
conventional sense of the term. Soyer painted a fair 
number of commissioned portraits when he was strug- 
gling to make a living at the start of his career, but never 
liked doing it. In 1984 he remarked that he always tried 
to ‘penetrate people’ and consequently: ‘I have to know 
them intimately. I never paint a portait of a person I 
don’t know well.’® The figures in his genre paintings 
were highly particularised, effectively portraits, and 
there are no clear lines dividing the portraits, nudes and 
single figures of women in his postwar art. Although his 
work became more broadly painted in these years, 
figures always appear to be distinct individuals. 

As early as 1935, a reviewer had noted Soyer’s attrac- 
tion to ‘New York office girls, of the thin, wiry, alert, 
efficient type who are the mainstay of our commerce’, a 
‘type’, moreover, that was not ‘particularly enticing’. 
Such reviewers were somewhat discomfited by his pre- 
sentation of proletarian women, who were treated with 
a kind of gravitas — endowed with a sense of interiority 
~ not evident in the work of say Sloan.” This interest in 


Social Art in the Cold War 


the theme of the modern woman was also manifest in 
some powerful portraits of women in the studio such as 
Mina (fig. 71) and Girl in Black Jacket (Metropolitan 
Museum of Art), both of 1932. Although the formal 
debt to Degas is as evident in these as it is in In the City 
Park (see fig. 56), with their tense poses and assured 
looks, these figures signify a kind of bohemian self-pos- 
session quite unlike anything we can find in Dega 








imagery of working-class women. For instance, Mina 
can be usefully compared with Degas’s portrait of the 
Italian art critic Diego Martelli (fig. 172)'° in its asym- 
metrical composition and upturned perspective. Not 
only is a naturalistic portrait type developed to depict 
led for a new kind of 





male artists and intellectuals re 
female subject, but also the sitter is given a kind of four- 
square frontality and bodily assertiveness that make her 
slender frame project a sense of individual determina- 
tion and personal worth despite her anonymity.'"! 

From his earliest experiments with modern city 
themes, Soyer had been concerned with suggesting the 
inner life of his subjects. In the 1930s there had usually 
been a social cause to the moods signified, which were 
situde so characteristic of 





generally the boredom and las 
Depression experience: homeless men lounge despon- 
dently on park benches or sit hunched up in relief 
offices, young women wait in casting offices or back- 
stage, railroad passengers await the announcement of 
their train. Moreover, as Ellen Wiley Todd has observed, 
the tired-looking single women Soyer depicted contem- 
poraneously sitting on beds with magazines or just 
sleeping can stand as the after work counterparts of his 
smart shop and office girls moving confidently through 
the city.’ Soyer himself said of his models that they 
were not professionals, but ‘mostly young girls who are 
interested in dancing or writing or philosophy. Usually 
they are not very happy.”'”* In his paintings of the 1940s 
and 1950s this concern with inner life was maintained, 
but his figures seem to project a more generalised intro- 
spectiveness that is sometimes reminiscent of Corot’s 
studio figures, as in the Carnegie Institute’s Pensive Girl 
(1946-7). Even when there are markers of a specific 
locale, such as the brownstone fagade of the Whitney 
Museum’s The Brown Sweater (1952; fig. 173), the 
motifs often seem more tritely humanistic than Soyer’s 
1930s subjects, as in this instance where the conjunction 
between the adolescent girl and the family group behind 
intimates a kind of pre-maternal yearning.'” This is not 
intended as a blanket judgement on Soyer’s postwar 
work, but it is striking that many of his 1950s paintings 
not only lack the indicators of social groundedness char- 
acteristic of his earlier art, but also the signs that tell 
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museum purchase. 
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172 (above) Edgar Degas, Diego Martelli, 1879, oil on cany 
43/4 x 39'/:in., National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh 


173 (right) Raphael Soyer, The Brown Sweater, 1952, oil on 
canvas, 50 X 34in., Collection of Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York. Purchase, and gift of Gertrude Vanderbilt 
Whitney, by exchange, 53.53. 


how mood and character can be understood as the 
product of identifiable social and historical circum- 
stances. Sidney Tillim put the matter very well in an Arts 
review of r96r when he wrote that Soyer’s subject 
matter ‘has evolved from another era’s spirit of social 
solidarity to the Weltschmerz of Everyman’. 

At the same time, Soyer’s approach to surface had 
become less naturalistic so that his roughly scumbled 
brushwork, summary denotations of form and appar- 
ently unfinished passages resemble late Degas more than 
that artist’s work of the 1860s and 1870s, from which 
Soyer had taken so much in the past. However, his 
technique nearly always remained bluntly workmanlike 
— in the tradition of Eakins and the Ashcan School — 
and lacks the ingratiating quality of Impressionism.'”° 
Indeed, that these new formal devices were deployed 
within what remained an essentially realist aesthetic is 
particularly clear from Soyer’s female nudes. Goodrich’s 
claim that Soyer’s approach to the female body was not 
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voyeuristic can scarcely stand,'”’ given what feminist 


theoretical and historical work has since revealed about 
the power relations implicit in the artist/model relation- 
ship and encoded in traditional artistic forms. Although 
we can expect Soyer to have had some sense of women’s 
oppression from his involvement with the Communist 
movement and his politically conscious wife, the Party 
did not offer any developed critique of the visual 
imagery of gender. While it is likely that some of the 
motivation behind Soyer’s paintings of women shop 
workers in the 1930s may be traced to Communist 
culture, given Cp attempts to organise this sector, and 
his images of dancers do represent them as workers,! 
some of the latter contain classically voyeuristic motifs 
of semi-dressed young women, as do more private 
works such as the Montclair Art Museum’s After the 
Bath (1946), which shows a young woman with an 
exposed breast drying herself. In My Friends (Butler 
Institute of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio), a group 
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portrait set in the artist’s studio from 1948, all the artists 
are men, while the women — who are probably included 
under the title - are only models.'”” However, as I have 
already indicated, in many of his genre scenes Soyer’s 


female figures are particularised and empowered in ways 





that work against the standard tropes of objectification, 
and correspondingly he tends to depict men as weak and 
disempowered. 

In Soyer’s nudes of the 1950s, the signifiers of sexu- 
ality are often pictured in such a direct and matter of 
fact way that the figures seem presented without any 
intimation of eroticism, and on several occasions he 
painted models who were pregnant.''’ His women are 
usually depicted standing rather than in the reclining 
poses historically associated with seductive and post- 
coital situations that Neel tended to employ for her 
nudes. They pose as if ina life class, and in spaces that are 
clearly recognisable as the studio (fig. 174). Rarely do 
they look towards the spectator, but rather appear to stare 
past him or her, as if absorbed in their own interior life, 
their naked persons matter of factly presented as part of a 
job of work. Often, they seem to project that ‘kind of 
moody emptiness’ Soyer saw as characteristic of individ- 
uals alone in the city.''' In Nude in the Studio, which 
was included in his 1960 aca show, the subtleties of his 
new primary palette are evident, but this is Impression- 
ist colour used for realist ends, since despite the extraor- 
dinarily economical brushwork, what is denoted is 
substance and form more than light. Moreover, there is 
no suggestion of an Impressionist equality within the 
visual realm here. The powerful figure of this seemingly 
confident young woman dominates the room, both 
colouristically and spatially. Perspective places her close 
to the viewer, and we see her as if from Soyer’s view- 
point, looking up at her face from the height of one who 
is only 5 feet 2 inches tall. The fold-up bed behind is just 
a studio prop that mocks any notion of the erotic. None 
of this gainsays the fact that Soyer painted naked 
women repeatedly, while naked men formed no part of 
his repertoire. But, it might be argued, he did so partly 
out of particular feelings of respect and sympathy that 
had been nurtured by the culture of the left, and which 
permitted him to transcend the connotations of the 
genres in which he worked to some degree. 

When these nudes are compared with the images of 
the figure shown almost contemporaneously in the New 
Images of Man exhibition, what is striking is not only 
the relative rationalism of Soyer’s mode of picture- 
making — the implicit assumption that the world is 
knowable through experience and science — but also the 
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concern to acknowledge the identity of other individuals 
through representation. In the works of the interna- 
tional moderns brought together at the Museum of 
Modern Art, the figure was insistently reduced to a 
primal type, and the only individuality that seems to 
matter is that of the artist, manifested in the intuitive 
approach to technique and signification. In Soyer’s work 
intuition plays a part, but remains subordinate to per- 
ception and the established naturalistic codes that are 
understood as the basis of communication. The artist’s 
individuality is thus balanced by a perceived need to reg- 
ister that of others. In Soyer’s work ordinary people are 
consistently paid the tribute of having their individual 
selves dignified through induction into the realm of art. 

It may seem a little odd to find Soyer in company with 
Solman in this section, given the former’s staunch tradi- 
tionalism and the latter’s commitment to modernism. 
But not only were they linked by similar political con- 
victions and the common intimist tendency of their art 
in the postwar period, they also came together in the 
editorial committee of Reality. Moreover in the late 
1940s and the 1950s, Solman was a vocal critic of 
‘Avant-gardisme’'* and increasingly spoke for a kind of 
classical modernism grounded in traditional skills, while 
Soyer’s art was becoming more open to the influence of 
some kinds of Post-Impressionist technique. 

In an article of 1951, Solman is reported as saying: 
‘Subject has always been very important to me... my 
city scenes were not just architectural studies, they were 
fragments of a real, living environment, in which signs, 
shop fronts and many other things were symbols of 
the human factor.”''* His growing concern with more 
intimist themes seems to have come about partly as a 
result of his temporary removal from the New York 
scene in 1939, when he took up a wea post at the 
Spokane Art Center in Washington State. From there, he 
wrote that he had begun ‘to dream of an art without 
movement, an art regaining a simple organic quality’.' 
In the period after his return to the city, he started to paint 
more still lifes and the unpeopled studio interiors that 
became an important part of his output for over a decade 
— many of these depict the basement studio he rented in 
the Knickerbocker Village housing project from 1944 to 
1952. His 1943 exhibition at the Bonestell Gallery, which 
marked the shift in his iconography, had rooms devoted 
respectively to portraits, interiors and still lifes, It was 
both a critical and financial success,''’ and several pictures 
were bought by Duncan Phillips, an important collector 
of Solman’s work, who gave him a retrospective exhibi- 
tion at the Phillips Memorial Gallery in 1949. 


Raphael Soyer, Nude in Studio, oil on canvas, 3 ft 4 in. x 3 ft, Forum Gallery, New York. 
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175 Joseph Solman, S¢ 
Garden, Smithsonian Institution, W 
Given Dondero’s attacks on the ACA Gallery in 1949, 


it is hard not to see Solman’s showing of ‘Recent Paint 
ings’ there in the following year as some kind of gesture 
of solidarity, and in 1952 he joined the aca stable. 

Solman described his studio paintings as ‘a kind of 
5), and 





homage to the artist’s own environment (fig. 17 
at the time of his 1950 exhibition it was clear that 
they were more than simply formal experiments. In a 
contemporary review, Dorothy Seckler noted their varie- 
gated light effects and extraordinarily subtle colour 
nuances, which seemed to animate the lifeless objects so 
that they projected human emotions: ‘Scattered along a 
window sill, these mute quintets of homely objects seem 
to have a life of their own: in the warm, diffused 
morning light their conversation is alive and expectant; 
in the late afternoon they communicate a quiet sense of 
waiting.’ As Stuart Preston remarked, there was ‘a 
note of strangeness in the absence of human figures 
when everything speaks of the human presence’, which 
reminds one of Solman’s earlier interest in de Chirico 
and the uncanny emptiness of many of his New York 
street scenes.''” In more ideological terms, these pictures 


in., Hirshhorn Museum & Sculpture 


can be seen as affirming Solman’s conviction that nature 
should provide the basis for imagination, in the face of 
what he perceived as the vacuousness of abstract art.''* 

\t the same time as painting the studio interiors, 
Solman was also working on portraits such as the 
stunning Eddie of 1950 (fig. 176), which depicts a pari 
mutuel ticket clerk and tout at the New York racetracks, 
where Solman himself worked part-time. The figure’s 
carefully groomed head, fastidiously poised atop the 
elongated column of his neck, and the controlled, some- 
what vain expression — all reminiscent of Fred Astaire — 
seem to denote precisely the aspirations of an individual 
Solman remembers as a dandy and ballroom dancer,''’ 
at the same time as the loudly stylish clothes point to his 
occupation and actual class location. Solman had been 
interested in the portrait from the beginning of his 
career, and exhibited examples had attracted favourable 
attention from critics as early as 1943. But in a new 
departure, from 1950 onwards he focussed intensively 
on the genre, finding his sitters among friends and 
family, many identified only by their forename in exhibi- 
tion catalogues. Like Soyer, a number of his subjects 





176 Joseph Solman, Eddie, 1950, oil on canvas, 16 x 
private collection. 


were fellow artists, including Byron and Rosalind 
Browne (Hirshhorn Museum & Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, pc, and Chatham College, Pittsburgh, 
respectively) and Soyer himself (private collection). 
Solman’s 1954 show was like a programmatic demon- 
stration of the continuing viability of the portrait 
medium, and may be compared with Soyer’s insistent 
statements on the possibilities of figure painting in this 
regard. Four paintings were bought from it by Joseph 
Hirshhorn, and several others sold.'*” A second exhibi- 
tion of portraits followed in the winter of 1957-8. 

If Soyer’s portraits seemed to affirm the value of tradi- 
tional skills, Solman’s showed that modernist pictorial 
discipline could be reconciled with an effective significa- 
tion of the appearance and character of the sitter.'* His 
indebtedness to the Expressionist tradition was unmis- 
takeable, and the single colour background and angular 
drawing of Eddie clearly refer to devices developed by 
van Gogh, of whose work the Metropolitan Museum 
showed a major exhibition in the winter of 1949-50.'* 
In this respect, his art resembles that of his friend Neel 
who, while she saw herself as a realist, was also a self- 
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conscious modern. However, there are key differences. 
Neel’s sitters often seem animated, caught in some tran- 
sitory expression; Solman’s are impassive, so that almost 
the whole burden of denoting character is borne by the 
formal means, which have a kind of independent value. 
Commenting on this aspect of Solman’s work in 1958, 
Arts magazine observed: ‘As a result of such precision, 
deliberation, imposition, the generally grave beings in 
Solman’s portraits have weight, not vivacity.’'?* By con- 
trast, in Neel’s the formal means are only deployed in as 
far as they are necessary to project an idea of character, 
and appear to have no function beyond that end. This 
corresponds with the primary impulse behind her 
‘pictures of people’, which were to serve as a social and 
historical record of her times, a Balzacian Comédie 
Humaine." 

Of the three artists on whom this section is focussed, 
Neel was the one who remained most publicly involved 
with the Communist world, She contributed illustra- 
tions to Masses & Mainstream and to Communist 
books, attended the Writers and Critics group that met 
at Annette Rubinstein’s apartment on the Upper West 
Side, and took classes with Howard Selsam, Jerome and 
Finkelstein at the Party’s Jefferson School.'** Her 1951 
show at the Party-backed New Playwrights Theatre and 
1954 exhibition at the aca Gallery included portraits of 
well-known Communist figures, and the first of these 
also contained an agitational painting that supported 
one of the most publicised campaigns of the Civil Rights 
Congress, Save Willie McGee (Estate of Alice Neel).'?° In 
1981, eighty-five of her works were shown at the Union 
of Artists of the Ussr exhibition hall in Moscow, in a 
display she herself partly financed.'” 

Yet Neel acknowledged that she was ‘never a good 
Communist’,'** and her continuing loyalty to the Party 
seems surprising at one level, given the consistent com- 
mitment to bohemianism that later drew her into the 
orbit of the Beats in the 1960s. In this regard, she is rep- 
resentative of that type of woman artist and intellectual 
who gravitated to the cp because — whatever its limita- 
tions — it offered the most sustained critique available 
of class, racial and sexual inequality, a type already 
encountered in Elizabeth Olds. Two impressive free 
verse poems and a short story from 1929 show Neel as 
having already developed a sharp awareness of women’s 
oppression,'”” and she later claimed: ‘I have always 
believed that women should resent and refuse to accept 
all the gratuitous insults that men impose upon them,’!2” 
Moreover, she was self-consciously an intellectual. ‘I am 
an intellectual. I am sick of trash’, she responded to an 
interviewer who asked her in 1979 if she could appre- 
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ciate bad art.'*! Not only was she extremely well-read 
— the same interviewer was given a list of favourite 
authors that included Auden, Proust and Joyce, along 
with more predictable figures such as Mann and 
Hemingway — but the classes she took at the Jefferson 
School covered philosophy as well as literature and 
art.'*? It is the breadth of her own literary and intellec- 
tual interests that helps explain the number of writers 
and critics she befriended and painted. 

Solman wrote the foreword for her 1950 ACA exhibi- 
tion catalogue but they drew on different elements in the 
modernist tradition. While the formal aspects of Neel’s 
art should not be underestimated — the later work in par- 
ticular shows an acute sensitivity to surface design’ 
her style had been premissed on what Art News aptly 
described as an ‘intentional gaucherie’ that signified 
personal authenticity above all else.'** (Solman’s 1930s 
work had something of the same character before he 
committed to a more calculating concept of expression 
around 1940.) Quite how Neel arrived at her personal 
variant of Expressionism is unclear, partly because she 
wished to present herself in later life as sui generis. ‘I 
never followed any school. I never imitated any artist’, 
she asserted in 1977.'** But the ideas that the business of 
true art is to manifest individual experience as a kind of 
therapeutic catharsis and that to achieve this the artist 
must eschew all received conventions and principles of 
taste and work in a deliberately childlike manner, these 
were clichés that had a wide currency in the bohemian 
subculture in which Neel moved in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s — although few acted on them in such a 
sustained way. Whatever the particular modernist exam- 
plars she encountered in her formative years, the two 
landscapes she showed at the international Exhibition 
of Living Art held in Philadelphia in 1933 must have 
looked entirely in keeping with a display that included 
works by Beckmann, Chagall, Klee, Pechstein and 
Rouault among the European contingent and Maurice 
Becker, Sara Berman and Benjamin Kopman among the 
Americans.'** However, the autobiographical motifs in 
Neel’s art became less central after 1933 when, by her 
own account, she started to produce ‘revolutionary 
paintings’ — a departure connected with the turn to 
Marxism among the writers and intellectuals of her 
acquaintance, and one that was confirmed by her 
involvement with the Artists’ Union. In 1935 she became 
a Party member. Thereafter, although she remained 
committed to Expressionist techniques, she deployed 
them in conjunction with a documentary conception of 
art’s functions that, as I noted in Part Il, had far wider 
currency on the left and beyond. It was this particular 
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synthesis that brought her close to left-wing Expression- 
ists such as those in The Ten and New York Group. 
Correspondingly, she later described Soutine as ‘old-fash- 
ioned? because of his inability to ‘see objective reality’."” 

Perhaps it will seem a little bizarre to find Mike Gold 
praising Neel in the catalogue foreword for her 1951 
exhibition at the New Playwrights Theatre as ‘a pioneer 
of socialist-realism in American painting’, and that this 
registers more the rigidity of the Party’s own evaluative 
categories than of the nature of the works on show.'* 
However, that Neel herself adopted a Zhdanovist-style 
discourse of affirmative humanism is suggested by 
Gold’s account of statements by her in a contemporary 
notice in the Daily Worker: ‘“I am against abstract and 
non-objective art,” said Alice Neel to this reporter, 
“because such art shows a hatred of human beings... 
East Harlem is like a battlefield of humanism, and I 
am on the side of the people there, and they inspire my 
painting.” "'*’ Her statement for her Whitney Museum 
retrospective of 1974 offered a rudimentary critique of 
reification: ‘Man in our present society cannot compete 
with the forces against which he is pitted, so he technol- 
ogizes himself and denies his own humanity.’ Men’s 
treatment of women she understood as an extension of 
the same process.'*! 

Neel evidently saw her ‘pictures of people’ as pitted 
against this process of dehumanisation, and that was 
certainly how her exhibits of 1950-51 were presented in 
the Party press. The fact that so many of the paintings 
she showed in these years represented the working 
class of Spanish Harlem, where Neel lived from 1938 
to 1962, must have added to their appeal at a time 
when the Party was particularly preoccupied with racial 
issues. Moreover, the predominantly Puerto Rican 
population of El Barrio was markedly radical in political 
orientation, supporting numerous left-wing clubs and 
organisations, not suprisingly considering the Party’s 
fierce criticism of us imperialism in their homeland.'* 
In 1951, the Daily Worker’s Charles Corwin wrote of 
her ‘portraits of friends and Puerto Rican neighbours’: 
‘They are not portraits in the limited sense of the term 
but depictions of men and women... behind whose 
individual features and individual vitality lie the more 
generalized features and vitality of large sections of 
humanity.’ However, while Neel’s portraits of political 
activists such as Mike Gold (195 1?; Estate of Alice Neel) 
and Edward Pinckney Greene (Collection Katherine 
H. Cole) or of the black actress and playwright Alice 
Childress (1950; Estate of Alice Neel) might carry 
conviction as positive images, Gold noted that ‘[s]ome 
of the melancholy of the region hangs over her work’ 


and Corwin detected ‘an underlying sense of pessimism’ 
running through all of it.'* Indeed, pictures such as TB 
in Harlem (1940; Estate of Alice Neel) and The Spanish 
Family (1943; fig. 177) suggest a dignified endurance of 
poverty, rather than any struggle against it. Moreover, 
despite Neel’s realist subject matter, it was rather hard to 
escape the connotations of her Expressionist devices as 
signifying personal anguish. The artist had, in fact, been 
hospitalised for attempted suicide after a nervous break- 
down in 1930, and had endured years of poverty living 
on wpa and public assistance. In 1979 she described 
herself as a ‘morbid person’ who had wanted to commit 
suicide all her life.’ Given her emphasis on artistic 
authenticity, the style of her art had to correspond to her 
own life as well as that of her subjects, so that whatever 
her embrace of ‘humanism’, this meant her work simply 
did not match the optimistic platitudes of Zhdanovism, 
either technically or symbolically. 

As I have shown, the Party’s cultural cadre were as 
divided on Zhdanovism as they had been on earlier ver 
sions of the Stalinist aesthetic. Strangely, however, Neel’s 
personal loyalties lay more with the hardliners Gold and 
Philip Bonosky than with more expansive thinkers such 
as Humboldt. Indeed, in a debate in Masses © 
Mainstream over ‘Lars Lawrence’s’ novel Mornig, 
Noon and Night in 1955, she supported Bonosky, who 
had criticised the author’s depiction of Communist 
organisers in a New Mexico mining town as too “natu 
ralistic’, as over-psychological and unheroic, and argued 
that what was needed rather was images of ‘people who 
are moved to act from the deepest love of other humans, 
from the profoundest knowledge of their mission in 
history.’ In a letter to the magazine, Neel stressed ‘the 
responsibility of the writer to reflect in the most 
advanced and humanistic way any part of the life of his 
day’, and invoked actually existing ‘heroes’ such as the 
Smith Act prisoners and the Rosenbergs: ‘A strong wind 
is blowing and meager is the heart who cannot see the 
heroes.'4> For Neel, the Communist activists she 
painted were heroes. Indeed, she is likely to have seen 
such works as the pictorial equivalent of Communist 
biographies such as Bonosky’s Brother Bill McKie — a 
book published in the same year that Neel painted its 
subject, and one its author described as ‘a great oppor- 
tunity to show everyone what a real Communist looked 
like’ in the face of the demonisation of the Party in the 
mainstream media. In this regard, the ordinariness 
of Neel’s Communist portraits — which Pamela Allara 
has rightly stressed — may have been pointed. 

We can understand Gold’s support of Neel’s work, I 
think, by seeing its direct and unglamorised mode of 
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177 Alice Neel, The Spanish Family, 1943, oil on canvas, 
Fstate of Alice Neel. Courtesy Robert Miller Gallery, 
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portrayal, its seeming stylelessness, as corresponding 
with the straightforward setting down of truth he had 
envisaged as characterising proletarian art in the years 
around 1930. Her quotidian portrayals of Communists 
followed from the essentially naturalist premiss of her 
procedures: her belief that once her sitters were at ease 
before the easel, they would adopt their most sympto- 
matic and revealing attitudes: ‘Before painting, when | 
talk to the person, they unconsciously assume their most 
characteristic pose, which in a way involves all their 
character and social standing — what the world has done 
to them and their retaliation.”'”” It is striking that the 
most impressive of these portraits, those of the labour 
journalist Art Shields (fig. 178) and of the union 
organiser Bill McKie (fig. 179), should look almost 
like homages to van Gogh. This is unlikely to have been 
coincidental, given the Metropolitan Museum’s exhibi- 
tion of 1949-50. The plain-coloured background and 
angular drawing of Art Shields parallels that of several 
of van Gogh’s portraits of the Arles period, such as 
L’Arlésienne (1888), which was bequeathed to the 
museum in the same year as the former was painted. 
The way in which the sitter’s outline interacts with the 





178 Alice Neel, Art Shields, 1951, oil on canvas, 32 x 22 in., © Estate of Alice Neel. Courtesy Robert Miller Gallery, 
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canvas edge — to compensate for the lack of naturalistic 
space — is also a characteristic van Gogh device, and one 
that Neel used in Bill McKie and many other works. 
Like van Gogh, she also jettisoned the inventory of life- 
style attributes characteristic of nineteenth-century nat- 
uralistic portraiture. And, like Soyer’s, her sitters appear 
in the seemingly neutral space of the artist’s studio, with 
no signs of their social selves but their choice of clothes 
and their physiognomies. In her view the face showed 
‘everything’ about her sitters: “Their inheritance, their 
class, their profession. Their feelings, their intellect. All 
that’s happened to them.”'** 

At the height of American Zhdanovism, it was 
inevitable that the elements in van Gogh’s art that 
seemed to point towards modernism would be viewed 
with a chilly eye in the Party press. On the other side, the 
catalogue to the Metropolitan Museum’s exhibition sug- 
gested that the artist’s ‘continuing appeal may lie in his 
unique ability to suggest those tensions and dislocations 
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under which man lives today’, and connected it with 
existentialism and the vogue for writers such as 
Dostoyevsky and Kafka — in other words connecting the 
artist to precisely those aspects of contemporary culture 
in which Communists found the symptoms of bourgeois 
decadence.'*” However, van Gogh had long been a Com- 
munist hero, and although an appraisal of the exhibition 
by W. T. Biirger criticised the Symbolist elements in his 
later work, it simultaneously stressed that the influence 
of Gauguin’s Synthetism and a perceived orientation to 
the market did not submerge his ‘humanitarianism’, 
which was revealed in his ‘persistent desire to be 
a “figure painter”’: ‘those figure studies he did - 
the postman Roulin...Roulin’s son Armand, the 
“Berceuse,” the splendid old peasant in a straw hat... 
are as suffused with sympathy as with rich color’!° 
Further, if Neel looked outside the Communist press — as 
there is every reason to believe she would — she could 
have found a very different evaluation of van Gogh’s art 
in Meyer Schapiro’s 1950 monograph. Here, van Gogh 
is said to have abandoned only the genre and form of his 
early peasant paintings (which appealed more unequivo- 
cally to Communist sensibilities) in his later work, but 
developed the ‘basic human program’ they represented 
in a different style. Schapiro provided a particularly 
insightful account of the portraits of the Arles period, 
which emphasised both their non-commissioned char- 
acter and natural poses. Van Gogh, he explained, had 
seen the portrait as ‘the future of modern art’, and pro- 
duced ‘the first democratic portraits’, portraits that 
‘would have pleased Whitman especially.’'*' The similar- 
ities between van Gogh’s programme as Schapiro 
described it and Neel’s are as striking as the formal sim- 
ilarities identified above. Neel rarely used such non- 
naturalistic colour backgrounds as that of Art Shields,'” 
perhaps because she understood that for van Gogh (and 
more generally) they signified a kind of spirituality alien 
to her own emphatically materialist approach. In the 
next decade, she established her distinctive manner of 
negotiating the demands of the picture surface through 
summary drawing of non-essentials in painted outlines 
and passages of raw canvas, devices that signified space 
and objects with only minimal concessions to conven- 
tional perspective. 

At the point where this study ends, all three of the 
artists I have been considering still had some of their 
finest works ahead of them. This is particularly so with 
Neel, who achieved more consistent levels of profession- 
alism without sacrificing the original qualities of her 
approach after her career took off in the early 1960s.'" 
Despite the absence of a living Communist movement, 
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they remained artists of the left, and all were drawn to 
paint the Beats in the 1960s as the latest manifestation 
of resistance to American bourgeois mores. Inevitably, 
however, the enduring commitment to a ‘humanist art’ 
that endured as a relic of their earlier political alle- 
giances put them increasingly at odds with their times 
and drew them into the orbit of the National Academy 
of Design.’ As the controversies of the 1950s receded, 
the implications of their attachment to the figure were 
obscured, and they came to seem just upholders of 
traditional skills and outmoded aesthetics.'** 


Jack Levine’s comédie humaine’ 


Another formidable exponent of the humanistic prin- 
ciple rooted in traditional skills, and one of Soyer’s 
allies in Reality, is Jack Levine (b. 1915).'°” Although the 
culture of the Communist movement provides one frame 
for Levine’s art, its underlying aesthetic derives from a 
subsidiary stream that fed into the artistic practices of 
the left, but which was always separate from the main 
current, namely Expressionism. Evergood, as I said 
earlier, also drew from this source but less deeply, and he 
also presented himself as a Communist artist in a way 
that Levine did not, or perhaps did only briefly. He was 
an activist in the Boston Artists and Writers Union but 
Levine did not have the same prominence in Popular 
Front organisations as Evergood, partly because of his 
age — he was fourteen years younger — and partly 
because he was still living outside New York. Having 
said this, the extent of Levine’s political engagement 
should not be underestimated. He was certainly an 
active player in Artists Equity, and remained a stalwart 
defender of the wea experiment and collective action by 
artists in the postwar years. In 1950 he was involved 
with a cp-sponsored body called Art Students for Peace, 
and in 1952 he was among a group of artists who 
protested against the prosecution of Jerome under 
the Smith Act.'* He also stressed his sense of 
involvement with a broader community as necessary 
to his art.” 

Levine spent the years 1942-5 in the military, serving 
for twenty months on Ascension Island and emerging as 
a technical sergeant. He hated the army and it hardened 
his sense of class resentment, feelings that issued in his 
1946 painting Welcome Home (fig. 180), shown at the 
Downtown’s Six Out of Uniform in May of that year. 
The same attitude informed some of the illustrations he 
provided for a three-part article on his wartime experi- 
ences by the composer Marc Blitzstein, which appeared 
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in New Masses in August and contained a withering 
description of the racism of the officer class.'*’ Yet at the 
same time, Levine was making a highly successful career 
for himself through his social comment paintings. 
Widely seen as a prodigy in the 1930s, he had his first 
solo show at the Downtown Gallery in 1939. Halpert 
sold a number of his paintings during the war, and 
in 1943 an early canvas, String Quartet, received 
the second purchase prize of $3,000 in the Artists for 
Victory exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum, and 
was for a while one of the museum’s most popular 
pictures. Solo exhibitions came in 1948, 1950, 1952 
and 1953, and in 1955, when he was still only forty, the 
Whitney Museum gave him a twin retrospective with his 
fellow Bostonian and friend, Hyman Bloom.'*' In 1946 
Welcome Home had been featured in Time, which 
labelled Levine ‘Angry Artist’, and said he made rich 
people look like ‘withered apples seen through a mist of 
rage.’ It also quoted his description of the picture’s 
central figure as the kind of officer, a ‘big slob’, ‘who is 
vice president of the Second National Bank and presi- 
dent of the Chamber of Commerce, only now he’s been 
in the Army.’ Later that year Welcome Home won 
second prize in the Carnegie Annual. In 1950 Time 
noted his large show at Boston’s Mirsky Gallery, 
describing Reception in Miami (Hirshhorn Museum & 
Sculpture Garden, Washington, pc) as ‘a soapbox snarl 
at the Duke and Duchess of Windsor’, but otherwise 
approving the artist’s energy and talent.'*? When Hilton 
Kramer referred to Levine’s ‘phenomenal success’ in a 
venomous review of the 1955 retrospective, he was not 
far from the mark.'® 

Kramer attributed Levine’s status partly to a senti- 
mental interest in Jewishness among ‘museum officials, 
art critics, and the rest of the officialdom of the art 
world’, and also, by implication, to what he saw as the 
formal conservatism of his art. In Kramer’s account, 
Levine’s work is presented as fundamentally academic 
because of its reliance on traditional drawing structures, 
and its dependence on ‘a constellation of technical 
devices culled from Rembrandt and other masters.’ This 
corresponded with what he saw as the trite leftism of the 
artist’s ‘social realism’, a hangover from the 1930s of 
no relevance because ‘the satire no longer applies’. (One 
might surmise that Kramer was partly responding to 
Lloyd Goodrich’s foreword to the exhibition catalogue, 
which presented Levine’s ‘uninhibited social criticism’ as 
a necessary and welcome response to McCarthyism and 
the climate of conformity.!®) Even putting to one side 
Kramer’s dyspepsia over Levine’s politics, his description 
of the formal aspects of his painting was one-sided and 
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misleading. While Kramer’s claims may have seemed to 
accord with the artist’s outspoken attacks on avant- 
gardism and his repeated assertions of the value of 
traditional skills, they ignored Levine’s association 
with what another contemporary critic called the “highly 
timely American style of Expressionism’, which stood as 
one of the main alternatives to abstraction.'** Although 
Levine did not like the Expressionist label, he has 
acknowledged the profound role such artists as 
Beckmann, Grosz, Kokoschka and Soutine played in his 
formation.'” This was in any case obvious from the 
appearance of his work.'** Neither were Levine’s compo- 
sitions, with their piled up figures and spatial elisions, 
entirely innocent of Cubism — as one would expect with 
an artist attentive to the examples of Beckmann and 
Grosz. Indeed, in the late 1940s Levine acknowledged 
he began to ‘fool around’ with Cubism, and although 
he associated his 1950-5 sojourn in Rome with a new 
understanding of the Old Masters, while there he 
painted his most overt experiment with Cubist devices in 
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Pawnshop.'*’ As it turned out, this was a blind alley, but 
vestiges of Cubist space remain in his work for those 
with eyes to see, even in such a Rembrandtesque exercise 
as Gangster Funeral (1952-3; Whitney Museum of 
American Art). 

Even supposing Kramer saw these traces of the 
modernist tradition, however, his narrowly aestheticist 
conception of modern painting excluded Levine’s vision 
because of its ‘literariness’. This does not, of course, 
mean that Levine’s art was not modernist — it simply 
drew from artistic traditions that were extraneous to the 
pared down paradigm of modernism championed by 
critics such as Greenberg and Kramer in the Cold War, 
and disseminated more popularly by the Museum of 
Modern Art and its institutional allies. In fact, Levine 
had cut his aesthetic teeth on Joyce and Brecht, and has 
described Pabst’s film of the Dreigroschenoper as ‘a 
great motivating idea of art and politics’, from which 
he learned ‘more... than almost anything else.’!” The 
Dreigroschenoper not only provided him with a fund of 
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motifs to which he returned repeatedly, it also suggested 
an atmosphere of corruption, a vision of the continuum 
from capital to political venality to organised crime that 
he sought to evoke in images of contemporary American 
society from the 1930s through to the 1970s. Like 
Brecht and Weill’s musical collaborations, Levine’s art 
shows a fascination with the tawdriness of mass culture, 
the power of which it acknowledges by the borrowing 
and transmutation of its motifs. In Levine’s case these 
constitute mainly types from Hollywood gangster films, 
and images of celebrities from newspapers and televi- 
sion.’ ' Those such as Kramer who have criticised Levine 
for making pastiches of the Old Masters do not seem to 
notice that the projection of middle and late twentieth- 
century realities through the techniques of the Baroque 
is done with a conscious irony that points up the 
ephemeral character of celebrity and the degraded 
charades of the so-called democratic process.'” 

At this point, I should also note that the 
Dreigroschenoper is the pre-Communist Brecht, and it is 
the kinship between Levine’s art and the early Brechtian 
vision that not only explains the distaste of Kramer and 
other critics of the right, but also the uneasiness of some 
on the left with what seems an unremittingly negative 
conception of humanity. In his review of the 1955 retro- 
spective for the cp’s magazine Jewish Life, Finkelstein 
praised the artist’s partisanship of the poor and 
oppressed in characteristically mawkish terms, at the 
same time as he regretted the one-sidedness of his art. 
Ironically, like Kramer he had problems with Levine’s 
technique — not because it was conservative but because 
his style was intrusive. From the Zhdanovist perspective, 
Levine was a formalist!'” 

To understand the nature of Levine’s appeal in the 
1940s and 1950s it is important to examine both the 
range of his work and how it was presented. Prior to his 
wartime service, Levine still saw himself as a painter 
who juxtaposed ‘poor and rich in different pictures’ — 
provoking the spectator actively to ‘judge the merits of 
the case’ — and he was as well known for his images 
of slums and working men at leisure as he was for that 
of ‘crooked contractors, ward heelers, racketeers, 
minions of the law and the like.’'”* In the postwar years, 
while he produced some notable images of poverty, such 
as The White Horse (1946; University of Oklahoma 
Museum of Art, Norman) and Apteka (1947; where- 
abouts unknown), he was not able to arrive at a positive 
or sympathetic image of the poor. Evergood could con- 
tinue to come up with an ideal image of the working 
class on occasion — however different from the muscular 
ciphers of Gellert or Kent — but Levine could not, or did 
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not wish to. Those who attended Levine’s exhibitions in 
the 1950s found the social pictures mixed in with small 
paintings of Jewish kings and prophets and biblical and 
classical subjects reminiscent of Rubens or Titian. The 
former Levine had begun painting after his father’s death 
in 1939 as ‘a form of recreation’. Although he has 
stressed his ‘complete rejection of religious mysticism’, 
he has also stated his belief that ‘a sort of humanism’ is 
one component of Jewish culture, and one that has made 
an important contribution to the labour movement and 
to ‘liberal and progressive thought’.'” 

Levine’s paintings of the later 1930s had been 
grounded in his observations of Boston, and in their 
concern with everyday experiences they accorded with 
that wpa model of the democratic audience discussed in 
Chapter Seven. Reviewing the artist’s 1948 Downtown 
show, Frankfurter observed: ‘If he is painting social 
protest, it is social protest whose addressee is utterly 
undecipherable and whose message is utterly muddled.’ 
Given the anti-Soviet stance of Art News, it was pre- 
dictable that Frankfurter would object to Levine’s satire 
on the Marshall Plan, Improvization in a Greek Key, 
and other instances of ‘pamphleteering’, but his first 
point picks up a genuine problem.'” Seven years later 
Kramer likened Levine to Arthur Miller, and claimed 
that the success of his art came because, like Miller’s 
theatre, what it said was not heresy ‘but the most easily 
digestible cliché of the public imagination.” Given 
the unpopularity of the political outlook manifested in 
many of his social pictures, this cannot be the case. 
Rather, it might be assumed that, like Miller, Levine 
spoke to a certain kind of metropolitan liberal con- 
stituency uneasy with the domestic and international 
costs of the Cold War, even if it had no more specific 
political commitments. Like Shahn’s, his art stood for 
a humanism comprehensible to a broad middle-brow 
audience — but not to a popular one, not one constituted 
of a people politically conscious as such. It did intimate 
the possibility of a kind of democratic access, and in this 
respect it echoed the aspirations of the New Deal ideal 
of cultural democracy, but it did so in the absence of any 
institutions that might give those aspirations actual 
content, and it thus refused to acknowledge the condi- 
tions of its own possibility. It is not that Levine himself 
was unaware of these conditions, as his acerbic com- 
mentaries on art dealers and patrons, both verbal and 
pictorial, illustrate. However, in my view it is this lack of 
a sympathetic public for a political art that gives his art 
its tone of ressentiment, that quality which Nietzsche 
defined as the response of the oppressed ‘to whom the 
only authentic way of reaction — that of deeds — is 


he Art Institute of Chicago, Gift of Mr and Mrs Edwin E. Hokin and Goodman Fund, 





Il From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 


unavailable, and who preserve themselves from harm 
through the exercise of imaginary vengeance’, and 
which Fredric Jameson has employed so fruitfully in 
literary analysis.'’’ Without a public, there is only a 
contingent audience of gallery-goers. 

Some of Levine’s paintings from the r940s and 1950s 
advertised political positions well to the left of liberal- 
ism. Pictures exhibited in 1948 and 1950, Improvization 
in a Greek Key and Coronation of the King of Greece, 
both alluded to the beginnings of American postwar 
imperialism, and a Communist cause célébre. Further 
satires on the nation’s hegemonic ambitions followed, 
such as The Golden Anatomy Lesson (1952; Munson- 
Williams-Proctor Institute, Utica, New York), in which 
Truman, wearing a wonderfully ludicrous gold helmet 
lifted from Rembrandt, divides up the globe aided and 
abetted by James V. Forrestal, Henry Wallace and a 
banker type against a background of Roman imperial 
architecture.’ In 1956, he painted a Goyaesque canvas 
titled The Turnkey (Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Washington, pc), which represents America’s 
Spanish ally through a pudgy general, bedecked with 
medals and absurd in his sash and cavalry boots, seated 
before the entrance to a gaol. However, Levine’s largest 
and arguably his most sucessful canvases of the 
1950s were grounded in American realities, and include 
The Trial, Election Night, Medicine Show and 
Inauguration (1956-8; Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, Dc). 

Like most of Levine’s satires, The Trial (fig. 181) does 
not allude to any single event. It was intended — through 
its very lack of specifics — to suggest the character of the 
legal establishment in the United States of the early 
19508 in a general sense. The picture was bought by 
the Chicago Art Institute from its Sixty-First American 
Exhibition of Painting and Sculpture, and shown in the 
‘Gallery of Art Interpretation’ between mid-April and 
mid-September 1955, along with a group of preparatory 
drawings that Levine had donated. According to the 
account of the picture’s genesis that the artist provided 
to accompany the exhibition, the courtroom was based 
on no particular courtroom, and the curious ‘altar to 
justice’ within which the judge is framed was his own 
invention. While the figure of the recorder was based 
on one of his Boston high school teachers, he did not 
disavow a likeness to John Foster Dulles. Other figures 
might derive from ‘the press newsreeels, 1-v, etc’, but 
would not ‘correspond to any news portrait or movie- 
still.” However, although he did not acknowledge it in 
his 1955 statement, in later interviews Levine identified 
the judge figure with Harold Medina, the notoriously 
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prejudiced judge in the 1949 Smith Act trial of Commu- 
nist leaders, whom the image resembles in some 
degree.'*’ Levine has associated the picture with 
McCarthyism in a general sense, but specifically attrib- 
utes its ‘emotional charge’ to the ‘horror’ of the Rosen- 
bergs’ execution in June 1953. Although he intended the 
picture to put the court itself on trial, Levine says he was 
shaken by ‘a heated argument with a social economist 
who argued that it was irresponsible to attack the courts 
when there were people in government who were by- 
passing, circumventing and destroying our legislative 
structure which, venal and biased though it may be, was 
the only safeguard we had.’'*! Yet as he put it elsewhere, 
‘our society is not divided between the evil and the vir- 
tuous, criminal and the law abiding, in quite the way it 
is divided between those who go to jail and those who 
do not.’'*? Levine did not lampoon the legal system — as 
he did the electoral process in Election Night (fig. 182) 
— but the picture’s murky light, uncomfortable spatial 
effect and disjunct figure grouping make legal proceed- 
ings appear an arcane ritual in which men of power 
carry on their business with scant regard for the person 
in the dock, while the judge stares into space with a 
look that suggests indifference rather than impartiality. 
Moreover, in the complex geometry of the composition 
there is scarcely a single true vertical or horizontal, and 
even justice’s scales are on the tilt. It is not a reassuring 
picture. 

Levine’s theme in all these works is the theatre of 
power. A propos of Medicine Show (fig. 183) he has said 
that ‘I’ve always been trying to make a kind of indict- 
ment of mysticism, and people being fooled, people 
being gulled.”''It is this that partly gives the uncomfort- 
able edge to his work, and explains why there is so little 
in the way of a positive imagery to the working class 
within it. As early as 1948, Frankfurter observed 
of another work on this theme that Levine ‘treats the 
common herd of the street audience just as unkindly 
as he elsewhere handles capitalists, generals, and 
duchesses.’'* 1 do not think this is so, with one notable 
exception which I shall discuss shortly. Like other social 
satirists, Levine uses physical grossness and the conspic- 
uous display of wealth to signify the moral ugliness asso- 
ciated with exploitation and the abuse of power. You 
can see the point if you compare the cigarette girl on the 
left in Election Night with all the other figures. Despite 
the absurdity of her attire, her downturned mouth and 
impassive look give this figure — the only proletarian 
present — a certain dignity.'** Similarly, the crowd in 
Medicine Show does not have the grossness of the 
barker himself. 
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From the late r940s, American social critics of dif- 
ferent political persuasions struggled to come to terms 
with the changing character of class relations and politi- 
cal power in an increasingly affluent but disturbingly 
conformist culture. Among phenomena that particularly 
taxed them were the impact of advertising and con- 
sumerism on the middle and working classes, and the 
effects of the media in political life. Landmarks of such 
writing include David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd 
(1950), C. Wright Mills’s White Collar (1952) and The 
Power Elite (1956) and, at a more popular level, Vance 
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Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders (1957).'*° Although 
their mythology of proletarian virtue prevented them 
from any radical rethinking of the nature of the working 
class, the Communists too were concerned with these 
things. Masses & Mainstream printed some analysis of 
television and several intelligent critiques of advertising 
culture by Barbara Giles, who observed in 1952: 
‘Advertising is a cultural force in itself, a destructive 
one. Itis, first, a pageant and drama of Things — a drama 
with competition, color, sound, and glittering tech- 
niques, which no one is wholly allowed to escape.’ 


183 (right) Jack Levine, 
Medicine Show, 1955-6, oil 
on canvas, 6 ft x 5 ft 3 in., 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, Hugo Kastor Fund, 
1956. (56.233). © Jack 
Levine/Licensed by vaca, 


New York, N.Y. 


184 (facing page) Jack Levine, 
The Roaring Tropics, 1966-9, oil 
on canvas, 6 ft x 6 ft 6in., private 
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Further, the culture of advertising had come to per- 
meate politics, so that in the 1951 elections Eisenhower 
had been sold to the public ‘like shaving-cream in a 
high-pressure Tv-and-radio campaign’.'*” Levine’s Medi- 
cine Show is also an address to these phenomena, and 
was tentatively titled The Product Involved. (In fact the 
product being peddled is poison, signified by the Italian 
word veleno.) Although the picture is a Brechtian street 
scene set against a background that the artist associates 
with South Boston around 1935, his underlying inten- 
tion was to suggest ‘all the elements of Tv advertising 
and Madison Avenue’.'** This does not make it a work 
rooted in a specifically Communist perspective, but it 
does suggest that it was prompted by concerns that were 
widespread in the left. 

Levine sees the barker in Medicine Show as an 
ancestor figure of Madison Avenue, and has said that 
he probably could not paint well the paraphernalia of 





modern advertising, such things as ‘a Tv set, an airplane, 


an automobile, a billboard.’ None the less, in the 1960s 
some of his satires had a more insistent contemporane- 
ity, perhaps most notably The Roaring Tropics (fig. 
184), a picture that represents ‘the newly-affluent 
American working class lolling around the swimming 
pools’ in Puerto Rico. Here the garish patterns of bikinis 
and bathing suits stand out on the surface of the picture 
and break up the phantasmagoria of corpulent and 
sagging bodies, producing an effect of dazzling 
ephemerality that resembles the harsh colour patches of 
cheap advertisements and matches the tenor of the 
subject. The picture draws from the advertising cliché of 
the ‘good life’, at the same time as it turns it into 
something close to a memento mori. When The Roaring 
Tropics was exhibited at Levine’s 1978 retrospective, it 
prompted the critic of the New York Times to observe 
that while it might be all very well in the 1930s to attack 





the wealthy and corrupt in pictures such as The Feast of 


Pure Reason, satire of American vacationers was ‘not a 
very distinguished thing to do.’ Levine compared 
unfavourably with Grosz, in that the former had ‘put his 
life on the line when he published some of his more inci- 
sive images.”'*’ The point, however, is not the relative 
physical courage of these artists, which is irrelevant to 
the stature of their art, but rather that whereas the 
Times’s critic presumably acknowledged some evils in 
Weimar society, he did not acknowledge them in his own 
~or at least did not see them as requiring images of such 
‘vindictive exactitude’ to draw attention to them. In fact, 
like Grosz, Levine here produced a degraded image of 
the proletariat as a counterpart to his depiction of the 
corruptions of their rulers. But whereas Grosz’s figures 
were degraded by poverty, Levine’s are degraded by 
affluence. Levine’s art is an art out of time, as his critics 
have said all along, but it is out of time not because its 


technical devices are retardataire — they are often highly 
effective — but because it is a critical art in a society 
where there is no mass political agency with which the 
left-wing artist can ally him or herself. 

By the late 1960s when the New Left was forming, 
Levine was in his fifties and felt profoundly alienated 
from contemporary culture. Like Evergood, he was pub- 
licly opposed to the Vietnam War, declining to attend the 
first White House Festival of the Arts in 1965 because of 
the Johnson administration’s policy, and in 1971 was 
still sufficiently engaged to fund-raise actively for the 
Prisoners Solidarity Committee in the aftermath of the 
Attica Prison massacre.'”” However, by this point he was 
also disenchanted with the Soviet Union, partly because 
of revelations of Soviet anti-Semitism, and his politcal 
works were increasingly inflected by his sense of Jewish 
identity.'”' In any case, they fall outside the scope of this 
study. 
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African American People’s Art: 
Charles White and Jacob Lawrence 


The particular forms of racialised oppression and 
exploitation inflicted on African Americans had been 
a central concern of the cpusa since the Comintern 
instructed it to give special attention to the Negro 
Question in 1928. From the Party’s perspective, African 
Americans needed to be encouraged and assisted in their 
struggles, and also brought to an understanding that 
these were interlinked with those of the proletariat and 
colonial peoples everywhere. Despite its commitment to 
production above all else, the Party continued to fight 
for civil rights and equal employment opportunities 
during the war years,'”” but after 1945 work with and on 
behalf of African Americans assumed even greater 
importance. This was partly an immediate and necessary 
response to the wave of racist violence that accompanied 
the war’s ending, but it also arose from the realisation 
that Southern racism was central to the conservative 
turn of us politics in the 1940s, and that until African 
Americans were able to exercise the right to vote in the 
South and unions to organise freely there, progressive 
politics in the us could make little headway. The main 
institutional base for the Party’s strategy against racism 
was the Civil Rights Congress (CRC), set up in 1946 
through an amalgamation of three existing groups: 
International Labor Defense, the National Federation 
for Constitutional Liberties and the National Negro 
Congress. Although the crc’s agenda was not confined 
to African American rights — it also handled the legal 
representation of the Smith Act defendants — its work in 
this area was arguably its most important activity, 
mainly because of the controversial international cam- 
paigns it conducted on behalf of a whole string of 
African Americans subjected to racial injustice via the 
legal system, including Willie McGee, Rose Lee Ingram 
and the Trenton Six among others. Its leading figure, the 
African American lawyer William L. Patterson, was 
married to Louise Thompson, whom | introduced earlier 
as an activist and figure in Harlem cultural circles. Both 
were Communists. The crc sought to mobilise the kind 
of broad alliances achieved by the organisations of the 
Popular Front and, particularly to begin with, the crc 
enjoyed the backing of numerous celebrities. However, 
although it tried to work with the acLU and Naacp, it 
was subjected to consistent red-baiting from both organ- 
isations. It also endured continuous harassment from 
the rB1, which finally caused it to dissolve itself in early 
1956.13 


260 


That the crc should be so targeted is hardly surprising 
when one considers the ways in which its campaign 
against domestic racism was interlinked with larger 
Cold War politics. The cp and the international Com- 
munist movement understood acutely that racial oppres- 
sion in the United States seriously compromised the 
nation’s standing with Third World countries, and 
indeed was not unconnected with certain racial assump- 
tions in its foreign policy. On several occasions the CRC 
sought to bring human rights abuses in the us before 
the United Nations, a strategy that culminated in the 
presentation in Paris in 1951 of the petition We 
Charge Genocide, which accused the us government of 
officially sanctioning the genocidal treatment of 
African Americans. Published as a pamphlet, the 
petition had a massive circulation and was translated 
into several languages.'”* 

The conventional picture of relations between the cp 
and African Americans in the postwar period has been 
inflected by the apostasy of the most celebrated of the 
black writers who had been associated with the Party. 
Ralph Ellison, Chester Himes and Richard Wright all 
produced vivid and unflattering portrayals of the Party’s 
use of African Americans.'’* However, this should not 
obscure the fact that prominent black figures such as 
W. E. B. DuBois and Paul Robeson continued to be asso- 
ciated with it, and it also attracted some younger talents 
such as Alice Childress, Harold Cruse and Lorraine 
Hansberry. The later 1940s saw two black artists 
assume unprecedented prominence as avatars of social 
art in Charles White and Jacob Lawrence.'”° They were 
friends, mixed in the same circles in New York and were 
both involved in the Committee for the Negro in the 
Arts set up in 1949. Yet their art was vastly different. 
The significance of these differences was heightened 
by the Cold War and its repercussions within the 
Communist movement. 

I considered White’s formation as a mural painter 
within the Illinois Federal Art Project in Chapter Seven. 
Despite his youth, by the time the FAP ended he had 
established a considerable reputation. An oil mural by 
him, the History of the Negro Press, was hung outside 
the Associated Negro Press exhibition within the 
American Negro Exposition held in Chicago in 1940,'” 
and over the next few years his work was shown in 
various exhibitions devoted to African American art, 
winning several prizes. In addition to his developing 
skills as a painter in oil and tempera and his finely 
worked drawings, he also made increasing use of lithog- 
raphy, a medium that he had studied at the Art Institute, 
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185 Charles White, Contribution of the Negro to Democracy in America, 1943, egg tempera (fresco seco), rift gin. x 17 ft 3in., 
Hampton University Museum, Hampton, Virginia. 


and one that suited his growing interest in working in 
black and white.'”* 

In 1941 White married the gifted sculptor and print- 
maker Elizabeth Catlett,'”’? and was awarded a Julius 
Rosenwald Fellowship. He had hoped to use the fellow- 
ship to study fresco technique in Mexico but, prevented 
from leaving the country by his draft board, he enrolled 
at the Art Students League and studied tempera painting 
with Harry Sternberg instead. White subsequently spent 
two years living in the South, which he later described as 
‘one of the deeply shaking and educative experiences’ of 
his life.*’° During this period he devoted three months 
to researching ‘the history of the American Negro, with 
particular emphasis on his role in helping to build a 
democratic America’, at the same time making sketches 
and studies for a mural, the Contribution of the Negro 
to Democracy in America (fig. 185) for the Hampton 
Institute, Virginia. Like his earlier murals, this uses a 


range of worthies, from Crispus Attucks (lower left) 
round through Nat Turner, Denmark Vesey and 
Frederick Douglass, to Marian Anderson, Paul Robeson 
and Leadbelly (lower right), to symbolise African 
Americans’ own struggles in creating a more democratic 
environment for the modern black family, represented 
by the group in the centre, who look towards a planned 
future, signified by the blueprint held by the kneeling 
father.2?! As White made clear in his report and applica- 
tion for a fellowship renewal, he conceived his work as a 
contribution to the ‘united front of all races of people’ 
that was necessary to win the struggle against fascism: the 
‘forces in America that would oppress the Negro are not 
representative of America, but rather of the same element 
we are fighting in Europe and the far east’. Correspond- 
ingly, the fellowship renewal was for a series of works ‘in 
the painting and graphic media’, that would illustrate the 
role of African Americans in the war effort.” 
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186 Charles White, This, My Brother, 1942, oil on canvas, 24 x 36in., 
Art Institute of Chicago, Pauline Palmer Purchase Prize Fund, 1999.22 


187 Charles White, The Ingram Case, from Masse Mainstr 


February 1950 





As Peter Clothier has observed, from the History of 
the Negro Press onwards White’s interest in the objec- 
tives of Social Realism had been accompanied by a new 
concern with modernist formal devices.*’* While the 
forms in the Hampton Institute mural are heavily mod- 
elled, the piled up figures rely on chiaroscuro and 
overlap to give them a spatial presence, and there is no 
coherent recession. Even without the industrial press, 
so reminiscent of the kindred motif in the South Wall 
of Rivera’s Detroit Industry, the influence of Rivera’s 
example would be transparent, although the dynamic 
qualities of the image are more reminiscent of Siqueiros. 
In smaller works in tempera and crayon, such as those 
on war themes from around the same time (fig. 186), 
figure types are stylised in ways that demonstrate an 
engagement with Synthetic Cubism, and often appear 
silhouetted against generic landscape backgrounds that 
deny standard perspective. 

In 1946, White made a year-long visit to Mexico, 
staying part of the time with Siqueiros, and studying 
with the artists of the Taller de Grafica Popular, whose 
work he admired enormously. ‘Mexico was a milestone’, 
1e recalled four years later: ‘I saw artists working to 
create an art about and for the people . . . It clarified the 
direction in which I wanted to move." On his return to 
the United States, he settled in the Sugar Hill area of 
farlem where numerous artists and intellectuals lived, 
ris circle of friends including Shirley Graham, Lorraine 
Hansberry, Langston Hughes, Jacob Lawrence and Paul 
Robeson. Despite chronic ill health due to the tuberculo- 
sis he had contracted during his military service, White 
was very much an activist artist in the late 1940s. As 
well as the predictable involvements with the American 


abor Party and Arts, Sciences, and Professions, he 





provided cartoons and portraits for various pamphlets 
protesting about civil rights cases, and his powerful 
images of the Trenton Six and the Ingram Family (fig. 





187) were widely reproduced to accompany articles in 
the Communist press.*”’ As critics observed at the time, 
there was a monumentality to White’s figural forms that 
was reminiscent of Rivera and Orozco’s work,” but not 
only was he working in a context where he was unlikely 
to find mural commissions, ill health forced him to con- 
centrate primarily on drawings and prints. Although he 
had participated in group exhibitions at the aca Gallery 
from 1942 and had solo shows there in 1947, 1950, 
1951 and 1953, White was disparaging of artists who 
concentrated solely on ‘one-man shows, [and] gallery 
& museum representation’. Like many 1930s artists, 
he believed that the route to a working-class audience 
would come through the print media, and invested great 


hopes in the Graphic Workshop, discussed in Chapter 
Eight.” One fruit of this concern with broadcast was a 
portfolio of six reproductions of White drawings pub- 
lished by Masses & Mainstream in 1953." This folio 
was uniformly praised in the Communist press, and both 
the drawings and their reception are profoundly sympto- 
matic of the impact of Zhdanovism on the artistic 
culture of the cpusa. They thus demand attention here. 
First, however, I need to situate them in relation to 
White’s development and reputation in the early 1950s. 
In addition to the black historical figures who were an 
abiding concern to him throughout his career, White’s 
early New York shows illustrated two other thematic 
preoccupations, namely images of African American 
music-making, usually in the form of single figures, and 
the courage and beauty of African American women — 
indeed, the r95x exhibition was devoted to the latter 
theme.” The most politically focussed of these exhibi- 
tions seems to have been that of 1950, which opened 
on Lincoln’s birthday and was timed to coincide with 
National Negro History Week. Among the exhibits 
were images of John Brown, Harriet Tubman, Gabriel 
Prosser, Frederick Douglass and the well-known draw- 
ings of the Ingram Case and Trenton Six. Yet at the same 
time as he ‘applaud[ed] the correctness of his basic 
orientation’, the Daily Worker’s Charles Corwin offered 
the artist ‘certain suggestions’, particularly warning him 
against repetitive stylistic mannerisms such as ‘upturned 
eyes and furrowed brows’ and gestures of animation 
that seemed unmotivated. While Corwin measured 
White’s style by the example of Siqueiros (who certainly 
seems an influence on some of his work of the late 
1940s), in fact over the next few years his art came to 
depend on naturalistic devices that brought it far closer 
to the Socialist Realism Siqueros himself rejected.*"” 
According to Finkelstein’s review of the 1953 ACA 
exhibition, this shift was at least partly brought about 
by ‘his discussions with artists of the Soviet Union and 
the people’s democracies, as well as with progressive 
artists of France and Italy.”*'! In 1951 White and his 
second wife, Frances Barrett, made an extended trip to 
Europe, where he was chairman of the American delega- 
tion to the World Youth Congress in East Berlin, and 
then went on to visit Czechoslovakia, Poland and the 
ussr.2"? However, although White was evidently deeply 
affected by this experience and came back declaring 
Soviet art to be without any qualification ‘the greatest in 
the world’, his own work had begun to change earlier, 
and was already being described as ‘socialist realism’ on 
the basis of his 1951 exhibition.*'’ Doubtless his contact 
with Soviet art and artists confirmed this direction, and 
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in the aftermath of this tour White made statements that 
adopt the language of Zhdanovism, calling on those few 
artists who had not succumbed to the prevailing trends 
to ‘distortion of truth, reality and the dehumanization 
of life’, to take on ‘the major task of placing the brush, 
the pen, the chisel, the photo at the disposal of the peace 
fighters’: ‘For them the question of realism must no 
longer remain a debatable question. We must shed the 
vestiges of formalism that still is evident in his work’ 
(sic)."* It is thus entirely apposite that White’s work 
was exhibited and reported in several East European 
countries, especially in the German Democratic Repub- 
lic, to the Arts Academy of which he was elected a 
corresponding member in 1961.7! 

Returning to the Masses & Mainstream portfolio, it 
can be seen that White continued to achieve effects of 
monumentality by cropping figures within frames that 
seemed too small to contain their bulk in drawings such 
as Let’s Walk Together and Harvest Talk (fig. 188). As 
before, the status of his workers was signified as such 
through enlarged hands and generous musculature.?!° 
However, these six drawings also manifest White’s new 
commitment to Socialist Realism in their greater natu- 
ralism and eschewal of the expressive devices of his 
earlier work. Symbolism is kept simple, as in the white 
dove being received into the hands of the girl in Dawn of 
Life, the mother’s protective gesture over her child in Ye 
Shall Inherit the Earth or the hammer and sickle motif 
intimated by the conjunction of scythe, fist and stone 
in Harvest Talk. The shift is also evident in the way 
seraphic confident smiles have replaced anguished looks. 
As W. Z. Foster wrote: ‘Socialist man and woman are 
happy beings.”'” Numerous reviews in the Communist 
press show that this new style was seen as an advance on 
White’s earlier work. Most importantly, it stood for 
both beauty and optimism — qualities that were deemed 
defining characteristics of the ‘socialist humanism’ that 
had become the key category of aesthetic approbation 
within Communist culture in the Zhdanovist phase.?'® 

In the 1950s the qualities of such art were proclaimed 
again and again by what remained of the cp left as the 
answer to the perceived ‘obscurity and anti- Humanism’ 
of contemporary bourgeois culture.*'’ However, in 1956 
White himself largely withdrew from activism (although 
he remained under FBI surveillance), moving with his 
wife to California, where he had a distinguished teach- 
ing career. In the last two decades of his life his work 
acquired a new kind of appeal as a result of the Civil 
Rights Movement and the resurgence of black natio- 
nalism, and he became a kind of senior statesman of 
African American art.” 
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Like White, Jacob Lawrence (1917-2000) came into 
contact with the Communist cultural movement early in 
his career.?! His mother brought her children to Harlem 
around 1930, and Lawrence first took art classes at a 
settlement house with the painter Charles H. Alston. He 
subsequently studied at the caa-sponsored Harlem Art 
Workshop from 1932 to 1934 under Alston and Henry 
Bannarn, and then at a wea Workshop housed in 
Alston’s studio at 306 West 141st Street. Among the 
circle that gathered round the studio were such leftists 
as Aaron Douglas, Langston Hughes and Claude 
McKay.” Lawrence also frequented the studio of 
Augusta Savage, already encountered here as a member 
of The Vanguard. It was Savage who got Lawrence 
enrolled for his eighteen-month stint on the Harlem Far 
easel division in 1938-9, an experience he regarded 
as profoundly educative. In 1937, through the offices of 
Harry Gottlieb,”* Lawrence had won a two-year tuition 
scholarship at the American Artists School, and effec- 
tively he moved between the world of the School’s 
premises on West 14th Street and that of the Harlem left. 
His work was first exhibited at a group show of the 
Harlem Artists Guild at the 115th Street branch of 
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the New York Public Library in April 1937, and for the 


second time at a Guild showing at the School the 
following month. Similarly, his first solo exhibition 
was held at the Harlem ymca in February 1938, and the 
second at the School a year later.?”4 

Again like White, Lawrence enjoyed a prodigious 
early success, but his impact in the mainstream art world 
and the press was greater and more enduring. From 
the outset, Lawrence established a distinctive signature 
style. Working in gouache or tempera on paper, or casein 
on hardboard panels, he used strongly coloured forms 
and mask-like faces contained within a radically simpli- 
fied drawing that adhered firmly to the surface plane. 
While he was studying at the wpa Art Workshop, he had 
told Gwendolyn Bennett that he worried because ‘no 
matter how much I try I just can’t draw like the rest of 
the fellows’. Bennett, however, encouraged him to carry 
on in the way he was working.” Although terms such as 
‘primitive’ and ‘childlike simplicity’ were toyed with by 
early reviewers seeking to characterise the small Harlem 
scenes for which Lawrence was first known (fig. 189), 
these were always superseded by acknowledgement of 
the sophistication of the artist’s draughtsmanship and 





design. As reported by the Daily Worker in 1938, 


Lawrence comes over as precociously modernist in his 
viewpoint: ‘The technique he uses — his attention to 
design through distortion and to symbolism — seems to 
him the best approach to the flat medium of painting, 
which he considers no more natural than a stage set. 
Into his flat surfaces he tries to put a paradoxical depth 
of significance.” 

Combined with this distinctive technique was a 
unique approach to narrative that was realised in series 
of small works of uniform size depicting the lives of 
various historical figures who had contributed to the 
struggle against African slavery. These were accom- 
panied by terse captions, mainly of the artist’s own 
invention, which, as contemporaries noted, functioned 
as a kind of free-verse libretto in relay with the images. 
The first of these, comprising forty-one paintings on the 
theme of Toussaint Ouverture (Armistad Research 
Center’s Aaron Douglas Collection, New Orleans), was 
painted in 1937-8 and won second prize for water- 
colour at the 1940 American Negro Exposition in 
Chicago. It was followed by series around the lives of 
Frederick Douglass (1938-9; Hampton University), 





189 (left) Jacob Lawrence, Bar’n 
Grill, 1937, casein on paper, 

San Antonio Museum of Art, San 
Antonio, Texas. Purchased with funds 
provided by Mr and Mrs Hugh Halff, 
by exchange; Dr and Mrs Harmon 
Kelley; and Dr Leo Edwards. 95.58. 


188 (facing page) Charles White, 
Harvest Talk, 1953, charcoal, pencil, 
and graphite, with stumping and 
erasing on ivory wood-pulp laminate 
26 x 391n., Art Institute of 
Chicago, Restricted gift of Mr and Mrs 
Robert S, Hartman (1991.126), 


body, 











Harriet Tubman (1939-40; Hampton University) and 
John Brown (1941; Detroit Institute of Arts). In this 
concern with the heroes and heroines of black history 
Lawrence again resembles White,” and the series can be 
understood as miniature mural sequences. Indeed, inter- 
viewed by McCausland in 1945, he referred to Orozco 
as the first ‘well-known artist’ he had taken note of, and 
associated him with his own mural type ambitions.” 

In 1939 Lawrence began research for what became 
his most ambitious series to date, The Migration of the 
Negro during World War I (fig. 190). The first of three 
successive Rosenwald Fellowships allowed him to 
realise the sixty casein paintings, which are now divided 
equally between the Phillips Collection, Washington, 
pc, and the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 
Through the agency of Alain Locke, these were brought 
to the attention of Edith Halpert, who exhibited them 
at the Downtown Gallery in November 1941. This was 
the beginning of a long-running connection between 
Lawrence and the Downtown — as I have said before, a 
significantly different kind of gallery from the aca where 
White showed” and one more sympathetic to an artist 
with Lawrence’s formal interests. Simultaneously with 
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190 Jacob Lawrence, ‘Race riots were numerous. White workers 
were hostile toward the migrants who had been hired to break 
strikes’, panel 50 from the Migration Series (1940-41; text and 
title revised by the artist, 1993), tempera on gesso on composition 
board, 18 x 12in., Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of 
Mrs David M. Levy. 





the 1941 exhibition, twenty-six of the Migration series 
were showcased in a colour feature in Fortune. 
Lawrence had arrived, and the showing of his Harlem 
series in 1943 was widely reviewed and even reported 
in Vogue.’ In 1942 he won the sixth prize of $500 in 
the Artists for Victory competition for Pool Parlor (Met- 
ropolitan Museum of Art, New York), and in 1944 he 
was given a solo show at the Museum of Modern Art. 
This pattern of success needs to be understood in 
relation to the more widespread upsurge of interest in 
‘Negro Art’ in the early 1940s, which was in part an 
effect of the opportunities provided to black artists, 
theatre workers and writers by the federal art pro- 
grammes. The Downtown’s important exhibition 
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American Negro Art: 19th and 20th Centuries of 
1941-2, at which works by both Lawrence and White 
were shown, is only one of a number of such displays,” 
some of which I have already mentioned. But as Alain 
Locke’s text accompanying Fortune’s feature on the 
Migration series makes clear, African American culture 
was also newsworthy because of a new wave of migration 
and black resistance to discriminatory employment 
practices, culminating in A. Philip Randolph’s ‘March on 
Washington’ movement and the ‘Double V’ campaigt 
Moreover, as Locke noted: ‘In every country in the world 
Hitler has used the American Negro as prime propaganda 
to convince people that us democracy is a mockery." 
The entry of the United States into the war and the 








continuing racial tensions in the defence industries kept 
black culture topical, and in 1943, when the Migration 
series was shown at the Portland Art Museum, a discus- 
sion forum was held in front of the paintings to try and 
defuse tense race relations in the Kaiser shipyards.?™ 

Lawrence’s wartime career epitomised the aspirations 
progressive liberals and Communists invested in the war 
effort as a route to advancing inter-racial democracy in 
the face of the rising tide of racism that the wartime 
migrations in the United States generated. Drafted into 
the us Coast Guard in 1943, Lawrence saw extensive 
service on troop ships. Fortunately, both his command- 
ing officers had liberal views on race and recognised his 
talents. He served on the first integrated ship in the us 
Navy under Lieutenant Commander Carlton Skinner, 
who secured for him a public relations rating so that 
he could document service life, and subsequently he 
was combat artist on a troop ship under Captain J. S. 
Rosenthal.’** When eight of his Coast Guard paintings 
(fig. 191) were shown at the Museum of Modern Art 
with the Migration series in 1944, the Museum’s press 
release asserted that ‘Coast Guardsman Lawrence paints 
facts, not propaganda’, at the same time claiming: 


Yet almost imperceptibly his Coast Guard paintings 
suggest the gradual beginnings of a solution to the 
problem so movingly portrayed in the Migration 
series ...[In them] both races face the same funda- 
mental problem — the war. Colored and white men 
mingle in recreational sports on deck, eat together, 
work together . . . Death and injury play no favorites, 
and all Uncle Sam’s nephews rate the same pay in their 
non-racial classifications. 


To emphasise the point, at the reception preceding the 
opening, a song recital was performed by an inter-racial 
Coast Guard quartet. Reviewing the exhibition for the 
cp press, Elizabeth Catlett made essentially the same 





191 Jacob Lawrence, Painting the Bilges, 1944, gouache on paper, 29 x 20in., Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., The Joseph H. Hirshhorn bequest, 198 1. 


II From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 





192 Jacob Lawrence, Rooftops (No.1, This is Harlem) (1 of 3 


» 1942=3, gouache on paper, 15'/p x 22''/\,in., Hirshhorn Museum and 


Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1966. 


argument as the Museum’s press release, but in signifi- 
cantly different language: he ‘began in the Coast Guard 
as a mess-man and has, through his own initiative, 
demonstrated that an artist can fight fascism with his 
paints. For his paintings are a powerful weapon against 
those who would divide us race against race.”>*° 

Lawrence’s success is likely to have been the result 
partly of his personal style as well as the specific 
qualities of his art. Whereas White’s familiars described 
him as outspoken or even pugnacious, Lawrence was 
repeatedly characterised in the press as shy, modest and 
reticent.” In a profile of 1951, Ebony even suggested 
that he had ‘shirked discussions that tended to become 
controversial’ in interview. However, this should not 
lead one to underestimate his commitments, and five 
years earlier he was quoted as saying: ‘I can only express 
the people and the class of which I am a part’, at the 
same time as he rejected the idea of striving for ‘a sepa- 
rate and distinct Negro art.’””** 
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Both White and Lawrence showed in A Tribute to the 
Negro People, an exhibition mounted in Detroit by the 
National Negro Congress and New Masses in May-June 
1946 to challenge the racist groupings active in the 
city.” However, while White produced a number of 
works addressed to the specific cases taken up by the 
crc that functioned as illustrations in the Communist 
press, Lawrence did not. This is not to imply that he was 
quiescent, and he made notable illustrations for two 
articles on the South in the New Republic, and an 
important series of tempera paintings on postwar condi- 
tions in the Black Belt for Fortune.2*° But the New 
Republic was a liberal publication and Fortune not even 
that. Insofar as Lawrence’s work features in the Com- 
munist press in the late 1940s, it was in the pages of 
Mainstream and Masses & Mainstream — that is to say 
in publications that were associated with the intellectual 
wing of the Party, indeed what for many members was 
its over-intellectual wing.?"! 





In addition to his personal traits and iconographic 
choices, another key factor in explaining Lawrence’s 
continuing success with liberal opinion and his dimin- 
ishing standing in Communist critical discourse is the 
style of his art. From the outset, his work had been 
praised for its ‘objective’ quality — indeed, early reviews 
in the Communist press linked it to the documentary 
idiom.” The tenor of mainstream pronouncements is 
epitomised by Vogue's description of the Harlem series 
of 1942-3 (fig. 192) as ‘factual reports without bitter- 
ness or preaching.’ While McCausland sought to argue 
that the series’ impact was one of ‘horror’, this does not 
match the general reaction. More representative is the 
response of a reviewer who claimed: ‘he envelops these 
lugubrious statements in such vivid color and presents 
them in such a decorative fashion that the spectator is 
more apt to be charmed than horrified.’ In 1943 Art 
News, in an article significantly titled ‘Lawrence: Quiet 
Spokesman’, claimed that the ‘propaganda’ value of his 
work lay precisely in its ‘purely visual truth’, its lack of 
‘bitterness or overstatement.’ Not surprisingly, the 
seeming coolness of Lawrence’s art did not seem such a 
virtue to some critics on the left. In an otherwise positive 
appraisal, New Masses’s reviewer also emphasised the 
‘sociological foundations’ of the Harlem series and 
praised their striking symbolism, but found that ‘the 
abstract quality of the artist’s style serves, unfortunately, 
to obscure the inherent human warmth.’*" 

These qualities did not apparently affect Lawrence's 
standing in the Communist movement as long as the 
Party’s critics were still thinking within a Democratic 
Front framework. In January 1946, he was one of those 
honoured (along with Duke Ellington, Joe Louis and 
Frank Sinatra) at a New Masses awards dinner in New 
York." The following year, Finkelstein invoked 
Lawrence’s work to illustrate the healthy fusion of folk 
and national idioms in art that was yet universal in its 
appeal.’ But I have already shown in the preceding 
chapter how Finkelstein’s judgement on this matter 
changed in the 1950s under the impact of Zhdanovism, 
when he claimd that: 





whenever thin, decorative or subjective stylizations 
or distortions of drawing are applied to the human 
subject, whatever the intention, the subject inevitably 
looks one-sided, not really human as people know 
human beings to be, seemingly coming from a strange 
and alien world. An artist using this style cannot 
speak to the common people as one of them. 


Correspondingly, the work of White, ‘who broke 
increasingly from his early stylizations’, displaced that 
of Lawrence in the pages of Masses & Mainstream.*° 


Social Art in the Cold War 


Modernist qualities had been central to Lawrence's art 
from the beginning and, while he criticised the abstract 
trend and anti-humanism in an address to Arts, Sciences, 
and Professions,” in the 1950s his work became more 
sophisticated and knowing in its use of modernist 
devices. In his own eyes Lawrence remained a Social 
Realist, and he associated himself with such artists as 
Gwathmey, Levine, Shahn, the Soyers and Davis. 
Although Davis seems an incongruous bedfellow with 
these others, for Lawrence Davis was a realist because 
he ‘conveys the aspect of the city... better than 
anyone.’ Realism was not to be confused with natural- 
ism: ‘Naturalism means fidelity to nature... Realism 
means getting beneath the surface of reality.’ While 
Communist critics continued to invoke this distinction, 
for many of them it could no longer license the kind of 
stylistic choices Lawrence made. This was their loss, for 
Lawrence went on to produce powerful works on his- 











torical and social themes throughout his career, as well 
as making highly effective graphics relating to immedi- 
ate political issues.” 


Modernism and Social Narrative 


Lawrence's engagement with Cubism links him with two 
other artists who had closer long-term relationships 
with the Communist movement, Robert Gwathmey 
(1903-88) and Anthony Toney (b. 1913). Both were 
sometime Party members who suffered the attentions of 
the FBI. Gwathmey was involved with a sequence of 
Communist-sponsored organisations over many years: 
he was vice-president of the Philadelphia Artists’ Union 
and a member of the Artists’ Congress, played an impor- 
tant role in the Artists League of America, and was 
active in both Arts, Sciences, and Professions and Artists 
Equity.**” Ten years his junior, Toney became politicised 
in the years 1934-7. Having completed a fine arts 
degree at Syracuse University in 1934, he returned to his 
home town of Gloversville, New York, where he taught 
classes to trade unionists and the unemployed, and 
became a Party member. In 1937 Toney travelled to 
Paris to study on a university fellowship, and the 
following year he went from there to fight in Spain, and 
was wounded in the face and neck while serving on the 
Ebro front. After resuming his artistic career, he was 
active in the same organisations as Gwathmey, and held 
several important offices in Artists Equity. Gwathmey 
was fired from the New School for Social Research art 
workshops in 1949 because of his Communist affilia- 
tions. Ironically, Toney was hired by the same School in 
1953 and taught there for many years.**! 
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Both Gwathmey and Toney were emphatic moderns, 
whose consistently advanced positions brought them up 
against the doctrinal rigidities of Party thinking on 
the arts in the Zhdanovite phase, without apparently 
causing them to alter their political allegiances. Unlike 
Lawrence, their approach to the problems of addressing 
complex historical and social realities in painting was 
not through the series but through the synoptic figure 
picture, although they differed markedly in technique 
and approach. Both had experimented with the mural 
in the New Deal period? when it seemed the ‘natural’ 
medium of a propagandistic public art. Like others, in 
the postwar years they were forced back into the realm 
of the easel painting where the principles of modernist 
form had far greater authority. 

A sketch of Toney by his friend the sculptor Herzl 
Emmanuel dates his involvement with Cubism to the 
aftermath of his Paris trip. At the same time he began his 
‘love affair with New York city’ of which he produced 
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Anthony Toney, Night Flying, 1945-8, tempera, 22 * 


28in., 


whereabouts unknown. 


numerous pictures. (He moved to New York in 1939 
after receiving threats from the Knights of Columbus in 
Gloversville.*’) He himself wrote that ‘[iJt was not until 
the period 1939-42 that my direction assumed any dis- 
tinctness.’* His first solo show at the Wakefield Gallery 
in 1941 prompted Art Digest to label him a ‘modernist’, 
but he was not a modernist in the aestheticist sense.’ As 
I said before, the Social Realists generally emphasised 
that their art was grounded in individual experience, 
and this is as true of the modernists Lawrence and Neel 
as it is of more traditional painters such as Soyer. The 
key experiences for Toney’s work of the 1940s were his 
role in the struggle against fascism in Spain and his three 
years of service as an aerial engineer with the Army Air 
Force in the Pacific. Toney flew 443 combat missions 
and was decorated with the Distinguished Flying Cross 
with Oak Leaf Clusters and the Air Medal with four 
Oak Leaf Clusters. He also continually sketched and 
made numerous portraits of his comrades. 








194 Anthony Toney, The Four Corners, 1946, oil on canvas, 
University of Vermont, Gift of Dr and Mrs Arthur Kahn, 1992.2 


The fruits of his wartime observations were evident in 
his solo exhibition at the Artists’ Gallery in 1948, and in 
that shown next door at the aca the following year. The 
press releases for both emphasised the holistic nature of 
the artist’s vision. Some of the exhibits seem to have 
been based partly on direct experiences of working with 
C47 transport planes in New Guinea, while others, such 
as Concentration Camp, were apparently drawn from 
photographs.’** The tempera of Night Flying (fig. 193) 
is characteristic of the way the machinery of war is 
humanised in these works by rendering surfaces trans- 
parent to reveal the persons inside — made to seem 
organic, while the oversized seated woman is perhaps an 
allegory intended to maternalise the aircraft as it delivers 
itself of the parachuting soldiers.>”” At the aca exhibi- 
tion of 1949 some of the titles — such as Riverside Drive 
and Sherman Square — anchored the works to New 
York, in other instances such as Bridge, the iconography 
clearly referred to familiar aspects of the city. But the 


51 /<in., Collection of the Robert Hull Fleming Museum of Art, 


images were generally composite and attempted to make 
larger statements about the condition of the world. 

At the same time as the Artists’ Gallery and aca press 
releases gave details of his wartime service, they also 
drew attention to the distinctive formal and theoretical 
qualities of Toney’s work. That of 1948 claimed: 


Being essentially an abstract artist, Toney would make 
clear that this often misunderstood form of painting 
need imply no divorcement from life. According to his 
own definition: ‘the term “abstract” involves taking 
from life elements, that thru’ a process of analysis, 
invention and selection become a new reality, extend- 
ing and enriching our consciousness of life.’ 


The Aca’s statement noted that his paintings were rich in 
‘allegory and symbolism’ within ‘themes taken from 
everday life’: ‘His method is almost cine{ma]tic and 
he utilizes the elements of montage and surrealism to 
explore the most diverse and complex subject matter.’2* 
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The examplary instance of this ‘method’ is the canvas 
The Four Corners (fig. 194) from the 1948 exhibition, a 
painting that had already been singled out by Joe 
Solman when it was shown at the ALA annual in 1946, 
and made the centrepiece of his review. Solman reported 
that the artist told him ‘he was trying to render the 
terrifying apathy many G1’s meet on their return home’, 
and that although the painting depicted his native 
Gloversville, the city was ‘faced with the same forbod- 
ings as any other corner on earth.”*’ The picture is 
certainly an extraordinary conjunction of symbols, and 
is also cacophonous in its visual effect. The archetypal 
‘Main Street’ vista is packed with incongruous motifs 
that range from the concentration camp scene under the 
mauve awning on the mid-left, through the jitterbugging 
figures of two women, a GI talking to a Soviet soldier, 
a Japanese executioner, a bedecked military leader, a 
surrendering German, a little girl on a carousel under a 
lamppost, topped by a German helmet, from which 
a corpse hangs, and more. The naked figure reaching 
vainly for the all-seeing eye is positioned over an atom 
bomb cloud that marks the terminus to the perspective. 
On the upper right a man’s face — which may represent 
the artist as returning G1 — looks through bars. Solman 
aptly noted that the conglomeration of motifs suggested 
something like ‘the stream of consciousness method 
in the novel’. Moreover, the picture is as stylistically 
diverse as it is iconographically complex. Passages of 
thin paint and summary drawing contrast with the 
lumpy impasto of areas such as the building fagade on 
the right edge. In parts it seems as if Delaunay and Dufy 
are being mocked. As civilisation melts down, so does 
the art of painting. 

When Solman returned to The Four Corners in his 
review of Toney’s 1948 exhibition, he again praised it 
but warned that in other works ‘the heap of images gets 
out of control and a multi-faceted confusion results.”*°” 
In fact, the wilful anti-aesthetic character of The Four 
Corners was probably difficult to sustain, and the paint- 
ing s9th Street Bridge (fig. 195), shown at the aca 
Gallery in 1949, illustrates how in other works his ambi- 
tions were contained within more standard modernist 
structures. It also shows his attempt to use observed 
motifs from in and around New York as general 
symbols.”*! In a catalogue statement Toney described 
himself as an artist ‘absorbed in modern experimental 
art traditions as well as the old Coptic, Byzantine and 
primitive streams’, and reiterated that he regarded his 
work as ‘abstract’. His aim was the ‘integration of 
multiple levels of experience in a single structure object’: 
‘A single space-time approach cannot give a sense of 
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2oth century man, nor, for me, can the exploitation of 
only part of the painting means. The only limitation that 
an artist can recognize is that imposed by the organiza- 
tion and realization of his work.’ Describing another 
painting on the bridge theme, he explained that he 
sought to utilise the ‘dramatic contrasts of spatial rela- 
tionships’ that characterised the ‘modern environment’, 
and to suggest the interplay between it and human con- 
sciousness: ‘In the bridge, the lamppost becomes a 
warrior structure with a spear capped by a symbol of the 
atomic bomb. My first child, Anita, becomes part of the 
base of another. Climbing the stairs are some millions of 
us... The bridge is a symbol of cooperation, of our 
strength and wisdom.” 

Toney hoped that in such works the interplay of ‘con- 
tradictions’ would amount to a ‘plastic structure’ that 
‘might be called Epic form’. (Probably he had in mind 
Brecht’s Epic Theatre.) However, for all the interest 
Toney’s work aroused, few seem to have been per- 
suaded. Commenting on the artist’s 1949 exhibition in 
the Daily Worker, Charles Corwin complained of the 
stylistic hybridity of his works, and observed that rather 
than achieving a synthesis of form and content, his 
approach ‘tended to confuse and obscure the basic 
ideas’. Even Charles Keller, who wrote to the paper to 
defend Toney as ‘one of the few artists who has success- 
fully tackled the problem of expressing progressive ideas 
with modern painting forms and devices’, none the 
less acknowledged ‘weaknesses’ that derived primarily 
from ‘his tendency towards complex and subjective 
symbolism and his almost compulsive devotion to 
minute details.” 

At root of the problems in Toney’s work seems to have 
been his continuing attraction to painting directly from 
life — at which he was extremely gifted. Although Toney 
did not renege on his commitment to a modern paint- 
ing,” in the course of the 1950s the naturalistic elements 
in his style became more prominent and the powerful 
gaucherie of drawing and design that characterised his 
work of the previous decade diminished. At the same 
time his use of colour — which Solman had already sug- 
gested was inappropriate in its ‘rich, spangled effects’ to 
his ‘dramatic or morbid themes’**’— became more ingra- 
tiating. Lawrence Campbell wrote unflatteringly of the 
works in his 1955 show that they looked like ‘a review 
of early American Cubism’, which is to say that they had 
a Cubistic effect rather than showing any real under- 
standing of Cubist principles: ‘Toney may chew on his 
cityscapes and ruminate over them but they remain 
something seen through a glass that has fractured.’ That 
Campbell should approve Toney’s colour effects and 
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195 Anthony Toney, s9th Street Bridge, c. 1949, whereabouts unknown. 


liken them to Vuillard’s only serves to indicate how 
much the artist had conceded to more conventional 
norms of taste.°° Toney had a long and successful career 
as a teacher and remained an artist of considerable tech- 
nical accomplishment, but the most challenging phase of 
his art was over by the mid-1950s.°°" 

Gwathmey addressed the same problems as Toney, 
in that he wished to make synoptic depictions of social 
relations within a modernist idiom. However, in the long 
term he accepted the logic of Synthetic Cubism in a more 
consistent and rigorous way than Toney, and conceived 
his compositions without direct reference to observed 
experience. In 1946 he described himself as ‘unalterably 
opposed’ to naturalism, and defined realism as lying 
in ‘the essence of the image’. Unlike Toney, he aimed for 


‘concise expression’, and argued that ‘the literary’ could 
be avoided ‘if your imagery is strong and inventive 
enough’: ‘Modern painting must, first off, have a 
simplified two-dimensional base and, second, a three- 
dimensional spatiality. These should be considered in 
direct color relations, with elimination of atmospheric 
effects created by chiaroscuro and impressionistic fuzzi- 
ness.’ Those he listed as providing ‘points of reference’ 
for a better understanding of his work included ‘Picasso, 
most of all. Orozco. Matisse. Hartley’s late work.’”°* 

To arrive at this aesthetic, Gwathmey had effectively 
renounced much of the approach to art he had learnt 
in his years at the Pennsylvania Academy from 1926 to 
1930, and in 1938 he destroyed nearly all his earlier 
work in a kind of symbolic purgation.*” His painting 
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Chauffeur (Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh), a 
satirical image of a disdainful chauffeur holding out his 
mistress’s lapdog, attracted some critical notice when 
it was shown at the third annual membership exhibition 
of the American Artists’ Congress in February 1939. 
Although the picture is more Daumieresque in its use of 
facial expression than his later work, it already indicates 
his concern with avoiding naturalistic perspective and 





his distinctive sense of colour and surface pattern.” 
Later in the year, Gwathmey won first prize in the 
Congress’s fourth annual competitive exhibition with 
Land of Cotton, which was probably the large gouache 
and watercolour of that title in the Art Institute of 
Chicago. As the Daily Worker's reviewer noted, the 
composition of this is ‘mural-like’, and it offers a con- 
spectus of Southern society not unlike Evergood’s 
Cotton from Field to Mill.’ (Evergood was one of the 
competition judges and became one of Gwathmey’s 
closest friends.) Between the signs of the Old South on 
the left of the composition and of the New South on the 
right, immiserated workers, both black and white, 
endure grinding labour from their impoverished child- 
hoods to equally impoverished old age. The picture 
was shown again at Gwathmey’s solo debut at the 
ACA Gallery in 1941 with a number of other works 
on Southern themes that prompted the Daily Worker's 
Oliver Mason to assert: ‘I know of no other artist 
who has depicted life in the South with so much 
penetration’.?” 

Indeed, images of the South predominated in the exhi- 
bition and remained central to Gwathmey’s work for the 
most productive part of his career. The artist himself 
gave a vivid account of how this came about in state- 
ments quoted by Elizabeth McCausland in a 1946 
article. He stressed how his sharp awareness of the con- 
trasts between South and North dated from his first visit 
to Baltimore in 1925, when he had begun his artistic 
training at the Maryland Institute of Design. It was in 
Baltimore that he first saw a black policeman and mon- 
uments to Yankee generals. The experience made him 
see his own region with new eyes, both physically and 
socially: ‘When I got back home, I was shocked by the 
poverty ...I was shocked at the red clay, at the redness 
of the clay. The green pine trees and red clay were 
everywhere. The Negro seemed to be everywhere, too, 
omnipresent. But he was a thing apart, so segregated.’ 
The first time he met African Americans ‘on an equal 
plane’ was in the Philadelphia Artists’ Union.?” Like 
Toney, then, Gwathmey emphasised that his art was 
grounded in his own experiences. In 1944 he won a 
Rosenwald Fellowship in order ‘to live on a tobacco 
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farm’ and encounter the nature of sharecroppers’ labour 
first hand, and he spent the summer with his family on 
a farm in North Carolina. At the same time, his wife 
Rosalie (who also studied at the Pennsylvania Academy) 
had turned to photography and over several summers 
made pictures of sharecroppers that Gwathmey drew on 
in his work. In 1951 the artist even observed a Ku Klux 
Klan rally in the interests of authenticity.*”* 

Yet while his personal experiences are crucial to 
understanding Gwathmey’s preoccupation — with 
Southern themes, this also needs to be seen in relation to 
Communist discourse on the South which in part deter- 
mined his understanding of his observations and the 
particular iconography he devised for his work. The 
Southern images in his 1941 exhibition could stand, at 
one level, as an antidote to the racist mythologising of 
the South in Gone With the Wind, a film that was 
attacked repeatedly in the Communist press in 1939-40. 
Correspondingly, they match the Party’s campaign 
against Poll Tax, Jim Crow and the kkk, and its relent- 
less criticisms of reactionary Southern Democrats who 
allied themselves with right-wing Republicans to block 
the progressive policies of the New Deal in the aftermath 
of the 1938 elections.’ Paradigmatic of Gwathmey’s 
conception of the South at this time is the relatively large 
painting From Out of the South (fig. 196), which was 
seen as one of the most important works in his 1941 
show. In this, the red soil of his native Virginia seems so 
exhausted by monoculture that it can support only a few 
straggly cotton plants and a little tobacco, the quintes- 
sential staples of the South. The racial order of the 
region is represented to the right by the plantation 
owner, with his family portrait and family graves, a 
figure who rests visually on the hand and gun of the 
obese chain-gang guard. These symbols of the Old South 
are balanced against the mean gas station and distant 
factory on the left. The poor whites gathered next to the 
pumps have a lot that is only relatively better than the 
black figures toiling behind them. But the composition 
implies that passing behind the facade of the gas station 
they can turn into the figure of the Klansman who 
menaces the sharecroppers working under the ominous 
lynching tree. The torn circus posters may well refer to 
the tawdry spectacle of Southern politics, while ‘666’ 
was the brand name of a widely sold quack medicine,2” 
as well as referring to the mark of ‘the beast’ described 
in the Book of Revelation, chapter 13, and hence 
perhaps to the modern apocalypse of social revolution. 
From Out of the South offers a pictorially interlocked 
formulation of a social order grounded in forms of class 
exploitation that are sustained by racism. 
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Between 1941 and his retrospective exhibition of 


1946, Gwathmey’s work underwent a marked develop- 
ment that was widely commented on at the time. His 
colour range brightened, and in some works he used 
overlapping planes that indicated clearly his adoption 
of Synthetic Cubist devices, reminiscent of both Picasso 
and Tamayo. According to Paul Robeson (who wrote 
the catalogue essay) Gwathmey sought to draw on the 
culture of Africa,’ while at the same time rejecting 
‘primitivism as it was used in the modern school to 
throw off civilization and to express disillusionment in 
the modern world.’ The meanings of these modern 
devices lay partly in Gwathmey’s resolute concern with 
avoiding anything that might smack of the ‘picturesque’, 
particularly in his depictions of African Americans: 
‘When any people can depict any other people as pic- 
turesque, it degenerates into romantic mockery. And this 
is true not only of the Negro, but of all oppressed groups 
~and also women.’ The linear designs and sharp colour 


contrasts of his paintings thus had a critical anti- 
picturesque function, as Robeson saw: ‘His color has an 
unusual harmony which is, in effect, the expression of a 
new social concept. The atmosphere of his painting 
is free of mysticism or superstition.’ The ‘architectural 
simplicity’ of Gwathmey’s art and its appearance of 
careful deliberation (Gwathmey was often described in 
the press as a slow worker) symbolically correlated with 
a precise perception of social relations. Modern pictorial 
means stood for a modern perception of the world, a 
perception from which reactionary myths about African 
Americans had been stripped away.”* 

In Aline Louchheim’s review for Art News, 
Gwathmey was quoted as saying: ‘Pure illustration and 
“literary painters” are on the lowest scale... I’ve 
instead tried to evolve a kind of symbolization in paint- 
ing.” Yet as Louchheim noted, ‘[o]ccasionally he falls 
into the literary pitfall, and the artist himself acknowl- 
edged elsewhere that he was ‘interested in telling a 
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story.”*’ Indeed, paintings such as Ancestor Worship 
(fig. 197), which develops the plantation owner motif in 
From Out of the South and juxtaposes it with two 
African American boys and one of mixed race, all bare- 
foot, all with hoes,?*! depend, as Moses Soyer pointed 
out, on the collage principle, and have an uncanny 
quality not unlike some Surrealist art. Their flat empty 
spaces read like the space of the dream in the current 
system of pictorial denotation, and their symbols 
correspondingly project a dream-like atmosphere of 
foreboding.” As Charles Corwin observed in an acute 
review of Gwathmey’s 1949 exhibition for the Daily 
Worker, such ‘“program” pictures’ depended on 
‘socially agreed on symbols’ that had to be ‘invented 
fresh’, and it was ‘not easy at once to achieve clarity and 
force and to avoid banality.’ Ancestor Worship and Poll 
Tax County (Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, pc; shown in the 1949 exhibition) main- 
tain a precarious balance between the formal require- 
ments of modernist painting and graphic satire.?*? 
However, the other strand in Gwathmey’s art of the 
1940s, which Corwin described as ‘the heroized figure 
of the agricultural laborer of the South’, courted the 
danger of becoming simply over-decorative.*™ In a work 
such as Singing and Mending (fig. 198) it is arguably the 
way that Gwathmey’s drawing and composition define 


197 (above right 
Robert Gwathmey, 


Ancestor Worship, 





1945, 
oil on canvas, 38'/, x 31 1n., 
Collection of Charles 
Gwathmey. © Estate of 


Robert Gwathmey/Licensed 


by vaGA, New York, N.Y 


198 (right) Robert 
Gwathmey, Singing and 
Mending, 1945, oil on 
canvas, 30 x 36 /,in 
Hirshhorn Museum 

and Sculpture Garden, 
Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., Gift of 
Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 
1966, © Estate of Robert 
Gwathmey/Licensed by 
vaca, New York, N.Y 


199 (facing page) Robert 
Gwathmey, Late Twentieth 
Century, 1974, oil on 
canvas, 45 x 30in, © Estate 
of Robert Gwathmey/ 
Licensed by vaca, New 


York, N.Y. 











Il From the Grand Alliance to Oblivion 


social relationships with a logic that is both epistemo- 
logical and formal that enables the work to escape such 
criticism. ‘Work is never done. . . after working all day 
in the fields, there’s still mending to be done’ was the 
artist’s own lapidary comment on the picture.**’ Every- 
thing in the drawing of the man suggests weariness, 
from the bowed head and lined brow to the arm resting 
on the table, the long are running from his ear to his 
right elbow and the limp curve of his left leg. The 
woman, however, must carry on — although her muscu- 
lar development implies she is as familiar with field 
work as he is. The way in which her right hand seems to 
lend support to her partner’s guitar is matched by the 
upright shapes that define her skirt and upper body, and 
her foursquare feet. Woman is fully man’s equal here, 
not surprisingly considering the emphasis Communists 
placed both on African American women as ‘the most 
oppressed stratum of the whole population’, and their 
role as ‘the real active forces — the organizers and 
workers — in all the institutions and organizations of the 
Negro people.’**° 

While the Communist Party of the postwar years 
endlessly exhorted white Communists to empathise with 
African Americans and aid them in their struggles, the 
representation of blacks was no simple matter for white 
artists who might easily lay themselves open to the 
charge of ‘white chauvinism’. Moses Soyer’s review of 
Gwathmey’s 1946 show seems to imply that he had been 
criticised for producing caricatures of ‘the Negro’, but 
if this was the case it was only a minor strain in the 
response to his work within the movement. More strik- 
ing is the fact that the Party’s most prominent black 
luminary endorsed the exhibition, and that in the same 
year Gwathmey’s work appeared alongside that of 
Lawrence and White (both of whom were his friends) in 
an issue of American Contemporary Art devoted to ‘the 
problems of the Negro as an Artist’. Indeed, the lead 
essay in the magazine, a lecture by the Communist 
playwright and screenwriter Arnaud d’Usseau, stressed 
the difficulties of the ‘Negro artist’ understanding white 
people, equally with those faced by the ‘white artist’ 
understanding ‘the Negro people’.**’ In Gwathmey’s art, 
although the greater burden of oppression falls on the 
black workers of the South, it also falls on poor whites. 
The gazebo-like structure in Poll Tax County that con- 
tains the representatives of the oppressors rests on the 
backs of both. 

As Michael Kammen has pointed out, Gwathmey’s 
images of Southern agriculture in Hoeing (1943; 
Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh),?** Sowing (1949; 
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Whitney Museum of American Art) and related works 
invite comparison with the peasant paintings of 
Millet,’’° and despite Gwathmey’s aversion to the pic- 
turesque, some of his images suggest a comparable fasci- 
nation with archaic forms of labour. He himself noted 
that the figure in his Cotton Picker (1950; Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco) ‘is outmoded by the great 
flat planted areas of Texas and California that lend 
themselves to the mechanical harvester.”*’ None the less, 
Communist analysis of the South continued to empha- 
sise the extent of the ‘plantation system’ in the main 
cotton and tobacco states, and the connection between 
this and the racist regime of the region: 


Here slavery of the Negro people survives in a different 
but in certain ways no less barbarous form than before 
the Civil War, and inevitably the Southern white masses 
are also degraded by the oppression of their Negro 
neighbours. Impoverished homes, eroded land, intense 
racial oppression, these are the bitter fruits of the 
monopoly-nourished plantation system. . 2”! 





The factory system of the South is represented in 
Gwathmey’s work only by the distant buildings that 
appear in such paintings as From Out of the South and 
The Farmer Wanted a Boy (Art Institute of Chicago),”” 
and industrial labour does not figure. It is thus not 
surprising that Robeson’s essay for Gwathmey’s 1946 
exhibition catalogue made no reference to the c1o’s 
postwar organising drive in the South, ‘Operation 
Dixie’, which was taking place contemporaneously.””’ 

Gwathmey’s work continued in the same icono- 
graphic and stylistic vein throughout the 1950s, but it 
was eight years between the 1949 exhibition and his 
next solo show, and this attracted far less attention 
than his earlier ones.*”* Although charges of formalism 
were inevitably laid against Gwathmey’s work in the 
Zhdanovist phase, he neither shifted his aesthetic or 
wavered in his political commitment.” In the r960s and 
1970s, Gwathmey broadened his themes, with mixed 
success, but he remained capable of producing works 
that combined biting political symbolism with his 
characteristic formal sophistication, such as Custodian 
(1963; Collection of Philip J. and Suzanne Schiller) and 
Space (1964; private collection). With the passage of 
time his commitment to the painter’s craft came to look 
increasingly retardataire, and with the collapse of the 
Communist movement in the United States he struggled 
to find a coherent political iconography (fig. 199).2” 
However, as I have shown, these were problems for 
artists of the old left generally. 


Epilogue 





In this book I have tried to give a materialist history of 
the Communist movement in the United States as it bore 
on the visual arts, and to analyse the works and thinking 
of Communist artists and fellow-travellers from the 
perspective of critical Marxism at the millennium. There 
is an apparent paradox here, in that many of the artists 
I have been concerned with saw themselves either as 
Marxists or as allied with a movement that embodied 
Marxism. If their programmes failed and their ambi- 
tions were unrealisable in important ways, as I have 
suggested throughout, how does this bear on the status 
of Marxism as a hermeneutic system now? An obvious 
answer to this question, and one which has been well 
rehearsed over the years by the anti-Stalinist left, is that 
the Marxism of the official Communist parties was 
vitiated — failed to reach the standard of scientificity — 
because of their adulation of the Soviet state and unwa- 
vering aceptance of its theoretical leadership. They thus 
produced a grossly distorted Marxism at best. There is 
an evident truth to this in as much as misconceptions 
about the nature of the ussR meant that there were 
fundamental cognitive errors at the heart of official 
Marxism, from which further errors flowed at all levels, 
analytical, strategic and ethical. Given that Communists 
were unable to recognise that exploitative relations 
continued within Soviet society, they were correspond- 
ingly unable to perceive that the version of Marxism 
that issued from it functioned as an ideology in the most 
negative sense. 

This does not mean that no creative Marxist work 
was done within the orbit of the official Communist 
movement, but it does mean that it had to be done 
against the grain for the most part after the onset of 
Stalinism. However, for anyone on the left it is hard not 
to grant Communists certain fundamental insights into 
the nature of capitalism, and into class, racial and sexual 
oppression, sadly inadequate as their analyses of these 
phenomena often were. In relation to the object of my 
inquiry, whatever the flaws in Communists’ understand- 
ing of the capitalist economy or the relationship between 
class forces and the political process, their greatest 


failing was in their conceptions of consciousness and 
culture in the broad sense. For how else are we to 
explain their inability to build a truly mass party, or 
their utterly unrealistic expectations about American 
working-class behaviour in many instances? Indeed, 
part of what I have been tracing in this book is the che- 
quered pattern of attempts to achieve an understanding 
of social consciousness and of cultural practice adequate 
to the realities of American life, attempts that were 
partly responses to the exigencies of Soviet policy and 
partly authentic attempts to address concrete lived 
experiences. This is why the experiments of the Popular 
Front have remained crucial, since that was the moment 
of most creative thinking in this area, as Michael 
Denning has so vividly shown. 

Although American Communists could be acute 
about art’s ideological and status functions, they gener- 
ally had little sense of the contradictions of the category 
as such. For them, art tended to remain a good, which 
was sometimes perverted and misused, but that in 
essence was affirmative. Similarly, despite some creative 
thinking about the popular, the tensions between the 
demands of audience effect and the demands of aesthetic 
quality were not rigorously addressed. In the prewar 
years, at least, the pattern of their thinking on the visual 
arts was not dissimilar to that in other artistic fields. 
The cultural movement of the Third Period was domi- 
nated by an essentially collectivist and utilitarian aes- 
thetic based on a reductive conception of class audience 
which presumed that the revolutionary proletariat 
would organically bring forth its own culture through 
organisational forms initiated by the vanguard party. 
With the transition to the People’s and Democratic 
Fronts, there followed a gradual shift (never accepted by 
some artists and critics) to a more expansive conception 
of social art, an art less directly instrumental and geared 
to a popular audience conceived in broader class terms. 
Although the Party would provide some of the institu- 
tional framings for this art, it would do so discreetly, and 
would rely more on structures created by what it saw as 
its progressive allies within the bourgeois state and 
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established trade unions. In the postwar period, with the 
contraction of Party organisations, a sharp drop in 
Communist influence in the labour unions and the 
ending of the New Deal arts programmes, artists were 
forced to rely more on dealers and established art insti- 
tutions. Not surprisingly, in these circumstances a more 
individualistic notion of artistic practice prevailed, and 
correspondingly also a more nebulous notion of audi- 
ence. Art contributed to social progress, but for the 
leading artists associated with the movement only in a 
somewhat imprecise humanistic sense. At the same time, 
the conservative turn in Soviet policy as a result of the 
Cold War made the Soviet example even less useful as a 
reference point for cultural producers in the United 
States, and led to both the most heavy-handed attempts 
to discipline cultural work by would-be Party appa- 
ratchiks and the most direct criticisms of the Stalinist 
model to appear within the American movement. 

The Communist Party may never have been much 
more than a small sect within the American political 
scene, but it had offered real institutional structures 
and forms of collectivity that provided the basis for a 
distinctive cultural vision, and it was able to connect at 
some points with working-class consciousness in the 
labour movement and the civil rights struggles of 
African Americans. Once those structures and forms 
of collectivity were destroyed or collapsed, cultural 
producers who had grounded their world-view in them 
were forced to confront the differences between the cp’s 
ideal of an inter-racial, inter-ethnic revolutionary prole- 
tariat always just about to shake off its chains, and the 
actuality of an American working class overwhelmingly 
indifferent and increasingly hostile to that which they 
wished to offer. Put another way, without a vital 
counter-hegemonic culture with some prospect of a 
mass base, there were no real possibilities for a vital 
Communist art. To adapt terms from Raymond 
Williams, cultural producers who had seen themselves as 
the vanguard of an emergent class formation challenging 
the dominant culture, found themselves the exponents 
of a residual subculture on the skids.'! Symptomatic of 
this situation is Charles Humboldt’s observation in a 
letter to John Berger of 1958: ‘many artists here are 
haunted with a feeling of utter powerlessness, of its not 
mattering one god damn whether they ever put a brush 
to canvas again or not.” 

Yet, as I showed in the last chapter, despite the seem- 
ingly inexorable decline of the American Communist 
movement in the Cold War, a significant number of 
artists attached to it continued to have successful careers 
into the 1950s and 1960s. At the same time, almost 
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all of them expressed feelings of increasing isolation 
and estrangement from the dominant culture, and 
many made acerbic comments on contemporary artistic 
trends.’ This is not just a question of political isolation 
or of an ageing generation’s inability to cope with the 
new. Their perception that the most experimental and 
loudly touted art of the period was no longer art as they 
understood it was fundamentally correct. The signifier 
art no longer attached to the same signified in terms of 
either practice or concepts. Although, as I have stressed 
throughout, some American Communists were more 
receptive to modernism than standard assessments of 
the movement have usually acknowledged, none had 
been receptive to avant-garde strategies as such. (In this 
regard, the very limited take-up of the photomontage 
technique among them is significant.’) Whereas they 
might register Dada as an extreme form of cultural 
protest appropriate to the mood of crisis in Europe 
around the end of the First World War, they could see 
no value in neo-avant-garde activities detached from 
any realistic political agenda, or forms of practice that 
seemed to nullify all craft skills, modernist or naturalist. 
For all the artists we have been considering, the category 
of art remained sacrosanct. While Walter Quirt had long 
since broken with the proponents of social art (although 
he continued to maintain a concern with art’s social 
responsibilities), he could have spoken for any of them 
when he wrote in 1968: ‘the changing art world has 
played me and my generation a dirty trick by making 
our kind of art obsolete. There is practically no market 
for it. My generation is the last of the traditional 
painters and sculptors’.’ If this statement exaggerated 
the market decline for traditional practices, it registers 
accurately enough the decline in their perceived rele- 
vance (and correspondingly status) among critics and 
cultural managers. The diehards of social art perceived 
correctly that the new trends were, consciously or 
unconsciously, a symptom of the conditions of late 
capitalism in the United States (although ‘late capital- 
ism’ was not part of their vocabulary), but they did not 
see in this any reason to value them. To the veterans of 
the Communist left, art stood for an Enlightenment 
notion of the subject and for authenticity; it offered a 
mode of knowledge that potentially contributed to 
rational collective action for human betterment. They 
were correspondingly hostile to cultural developments 
that threw such beliefs into question, and which in the 
1970s began to be referred to as Postmodernism. We 
may see this as yet another indication that their artistic 
aspirations were unrealisable. The nightmare of our age 
is that this may be true of socialist aspirations generally. 





Yet even if that were to be the case, it would be no less 
necessary to strive for them. 

And this returns me to the issue of value, which was 
mooted in the Introduction. Very few of the artists 
covered in this study have an assured place in the domi- 
nant narrative of modern painting, really only Stuart 
Davis and Ad Reinhardt. Some of the artists considered 
in the last chapter — such as Evergood, Gwathmey, 
Lawrence, Levine, Neel and Soyer — do make it onto the 
walls of American museums, but only here and there, 
and they do not apparently merit the same kind of 
showing as any number of ‘blue chip’ artists associated 
with the sucession of postwar movements: Abstract 
Expressionism, Post-Painterly Abstraction, Pop Art, 
Minimalism and so on. Significantly, the last substantive 
studies of American art to give them equal coverage 
alongside Abstract Expressionism were published in the 
1950s.° Of course, Americanist art historians do accord 
their work some attention, but these artists tend to be 
associated with the cultural formation of the 1930s, and 
American art pre-1940 is a low-prestige specialism in 
relation to which the normal criteria of quality do not 
apply.’ It is symptomatic that of the six listed above only 
two have been the subject of sustained studies of the 
kind that are standard for postwar movement artists — 
I shall return to these exceptions shortly. There are a 
number of reasons for this neglect, some of which Com- 
munist artists and critics recognised acutely enough, as | 
showed in Chapter Nine. But leaving aside the complex 
1e of the ideological congruence between the postwar 
movements and hegemonic interests, there is an obvious 
sense in which the dominant ethos of the artistic field 
(museums, art history, the art market) in both the United 
States and Western Europe is modernist, in that it con- 
sistently valorises the new — this is both a market and an 
ideological imperative, the two being interlocked. (I do 
not intend this observation, in itself, as a value judge- 
ment.) An inevitable consequence of this is that the 
concept of progress that governs the field consistently 
privileges innovation. Even as self-consciously conserva- 
tive a critic as Greenberg, with no tolerance for the gen- 
uinely avant-garde in Peter Biirger’s sense of the term, is 
concerned only with that which ‘keeps culture moving’. 
The modernist ethos has no time for those who do not 
embrace the imperative for formal change. It was frus- 
tration with this law that made even such a ‘savvy’ 
modern as Levine proclaim himself a traditionalist. 
However, as I hope I have shown, Levine’s problem was 
not with modernism as such but with the arid and 
narrow version of modernist theory codified after the 
Second World War, and its absolutist pretensions — a 
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version which through an absurd pseudo-Hegelian logic 
claimed that the historical destiny of the aesthetic was 
concentrated in the hands of a tiny number of artists 
(almost invariably of European descent) in one or two 
cities in the United States, who alone were capable of art 
of universal significance. It was a theory that confused 
aesthetic innovation with notions of scientific progress, 
although its standard of achievement was far narrower 
than that of the natural sciences which — whatever the 
ideological and political forces that operate on them — at 
least formally disavow geographical and cultural exclu- 
sivity. Of course, this is symptomatic of how much more 
closely the aesthetic is tied to the ideological than the 
natural sciences — as one would expect considering their 





respective relationships with the real bases of social 
power.” 

It is significant that the two artists of the six who have 
received most sustained attention are a woman and an 
African American, namely Neel and Lawrence. Signifi- 
cant in that they have unquestionably benefited from 
the challenges to the modernist story that have been 
mounted by feminists and the black consciousness 
movement since the 1970s. As a result, both have been 
the subject of major museum shows and substantial 
scholarly monographs. While the attention given to 
these artists is all to the good, the narratives within 
which their work have been framed are primarily femi- 
nist narratives of women artists and narratives devoted 
to the recovery of African American art, respectively. 
As such, they have come to stand effectively for political 
and cultural values associated with particular identity 
perspectives, although, in the case of both, these are 
interlinked with entirely justifiable claims as to the 
formal sophistication of their work that tie them to 
more widely acknowledged criteria of competence. The 
questions that hang awaiting an answer are: how do 
these claims affect the status of works sanctioned by the 
hitherto hegemonic modernist model, and what do 
these claims mean for those who do not or cannot lay 
claim to the identities concerned, beyond requiring 
‘recognition’? 

Underlying these is that perennial conundrum of 
aesthetics: are there common standards in matters 
aesthetic that have some degree of validity beyond 
cultural difference?'® Part of the appeal of high mod- 
ernist theory (and one of the reasons that it has proved 
so durable) is that it appeared to offer relatively clear 
criteria of value of unimpeachable universality. This is 
doubtless why so much of the ambitious criticism since 
the 1960s when the postwar modernist project finally 
foundered has taken it as a paradigm that had to be 
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built on rather than jettisoned. Such criticism has 
generally assumed that high modernist theory worked 
well enough until the 1960s, and essentially it contin- 
ues to build on the same narrative as that theory took 
as its underpinning. None the less, it has been obliged 
to tweak the old tale a little here and there to encom- 
pass the contemporary art it seeks to valorise, and 
particularly by giving a new centrality to those very 
avant-garde practices that Greenberg and others could 
see no value in. This tendency is epitomised by the 
journal October. The implication of this - and my 
point here — is that value and historical narrative are 
intrinsically connected. One of the key objectives of 
feminist historians and historians of African American 
art has been to provide counter-narratives that, implic- 
itly or explicitly, will sustain claims for their values. 
Unlike modernist theory, they assume, as I do, that 
aesthetic judgements are always impure and cannot be 
either effectively or usefully detached from other 
aspects of the subject’s experience and world-view. 
Whereas modernist theory assumed that aesthetic 
apprehension should take place in some state of 
detachment in which the sensitive observer responds in 
a heightened way to the phenomenal presence of the 
art-work (but presumably prepared by a sophisticated 
understanding of the necessary evolution of artistic 
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form hitherto), feminists, Marxists and others assume 
an interested observer."! 

One of the notable features of our period is the 
fashion for perspectivism (the rejection of traditional 
epistemological concerns) in the humanities and to some 
degree in the social sciences, a position that has proved 
particularly appealing to many partisans of identity 
politics. It will be evident, I hope, that the position that 
underpins this volume is not of this kind. I assume — 
along with some of those who have sought to advance 
the knowledge and understanding of women’s art and 
African American art — that an historical narrative that 
omits consideration of significant bodies of work for 
blatantly ideological reasons is not just partial but is in 
important ways inadequate to the explanation of its 
object."* In this regard I assume the classic Marxist 
position represented by the title of O. K. Werckmeister’s 
important essay, ‘From a Better History to a Better 
Politics.’”® Similarly, from a better history to better 
judgement. My point is not that aesthetic criteria can be 
finally decided — knowledge only provides the grounds 
for judgements in this area, it cannot in itself deliver 
them — but that with a better history we can at least have 
more grounded and fruitful dialogues about such 
matters. The ultimate aim of this book has been to 
contribute to that end. 


Notes 
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tion, 20-31; Sam Roberts, ‘On Walt Whitman’, DW, 25 
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D343:503-6). 

McDonald, Federal Relief Administration and the Arts, 
264-78. 

Emanuel M. Benson, ‘Art on Parole’, MA 29, no. 11 
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tions with a few symbolic overtones. A strange phase in his 
work - not a healthy direction but nevertheless good 
painting in some instances.’ Joseph Solman to Jacob Kainen, 
September 1943 (Kainen Papers, AAA 565:194). 
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1948): 86-8. Cf. ‘Crisis at the Whitney’, NM 62, no. 1 (31 
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Solman to Jacob Kainen, 4 March 1947 (Kainen Papers, AAA 
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“Art and Society”’, DW, 15 June 1950; Sidney Finkelstein, 
‘Finkelstein Replies to Criticism of His Book’, DW, 18 May 
1950. 
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Sidney Finkelstein, Realism in Art (New York: International 
Publishers, 1954), 9, 29, 41, 74, 102-3, 72) 95-6, 134-6, 
143-51. 

Ibid., 161-2, 171-3. Indeed, Finkelstein evidently preferred 
Burchfield and Hopper to the progressive artists on stylistic 
grounds (170-71). Cf. Rockwell Kent’s review ‘To Work, 
Artists!’, M&M 7, no. 12 (December 1954): 38-41. 

Copy in the Tamiment Institute Library, New York Univer- 
sity, Workshop of Graphic Art file. | am grateful to Charles 
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were Herzl Emmanuel, Daniel Koerner and 
Anthony Toney (interview with the author, 23 June 1992). 
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My guess is that the rebuttal was by Jerome. 
One of the striking aspects of the response is the range 
of Marxist authorities invoked, from Lenin, Lifshitz, 
Lunacharsky and Plekhanov, to Frederick Antal, 
Christopher Caudwell and Ralph Fox. 
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by a reprint of voxs (All-Union Association for Foreign 
Cultural Relations) Bulletin no. 52, comprising an article of 
1947 by Vladimir Kemenov titled ‘Aspects of Two Cultures’, 
which was distributed by the art section of the cp Cultural 
Division in New York (Gellert Papers, AAA, Box 4, ‘Printed 
Material 1946-49’). This is a dismal document and anyone 
reading it could not doubt that contemporary Soviet criti- 
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of Picasso after his Blue Period. His art was described as 
‘morbid’ and ‘revolting’, ‘an aesthetic apologetics for capi- 
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socialist revolution in the ussr’ had ‘reassigned the places of 
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reprinted in Herschel B. Chipp (ed.), Theories of Modern 
Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics (Berkeley: Univer- 
sity of California Press, 1968), 490-96. 

Interview with the author, 23 June 1992. 
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I Had a Hammer ...: The Death of the Old Left and the 
Birth of the New Left (New York: Basic Books, 1987), ch. 1. 
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$10,000 in 1957. In 1959, it had a circulation of 3,100 
(‘Report on Mainstream’, 30, Humboldt Papers, yu, Box 4, 
file 163). 

E.g., Charney, A Long Journey, 276-8. 

On Humboldt’s gifts as an editor, see the tribute by Annette 
Rubinstein, ‘Charles Humboldt 1910-1964" (Humboldt 
Papers, YU, Box 9, file 292). 

‘Report on Mainstream’, 30. 

Charles Humboldt to John H. Lawson, 28 October 1956 
(copy; Humboldt Papers, YU, Box 2, file 78). 
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under Humboldt’s direction, and accused him of trying to 
drive him out of the magazine. See Sidney Finkelstein to 
Charles Humboldt, 18 July 1957 and 13 July 1958 (Hum- 
boldt Papers, Yu, Box 2, file 59). 

Charles Humboldt, ‘The Salt of Freedom’, M 9, no. 9 
(October 1956): 21. Cf. Humboldt, ‘Second Thoughts on 
Politics and Culture’, 9, no. 4 (May 1956): 8-15. For the 
implications of this for Humboldt’s evaluation of the visual 
arts, see his review of Alma Reed’s Orozco: ‘Artist in 
Conflict’, M 9, no. 5 (June 1956): 53-6. Humboldt spent 
part of 1952-3 in Mexico, working on a book on the 
iconography of Mexican mural painting. Manuscript mater- 
ial relating to this project is in the Humboldt Papers, yu, 
Box 7, file 261. 

Charles Humboldt to William Blake, 8 October 1959 (copy, 
Humboldt papers, yu, Box 1); ‘Report on Mainstream’, 21. 
Payment was a year’s subscription. 

Charles Humboldt to John Berger, 19 December 1958 (copy, 
Humboldt papers, yu, Box 1). 

See especially Anderson’s feminist story ‘The Socks’ (M 11, 
no. ro (October 1958): 18-24), and the ensuing exchanges, 
‘Letters’, 11, no. 11 (November 1958): 63-4; ‘Letters’, 11, 
no. 12 (December 1958): 58-Go. 
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Davis, ‘Rebel with Cause’ (On de Beauvoir’s Memoirs of a 
Dutiful Daughter), M 12, no. 9 (September 1959): 56-8; 
Louis Harap, ‘Art in Society’ (on Hauser’s The Philosophy 
of Art History) M 12, no. 7 (July 1959): 49-53. 

‘Painters and the Left’, M 10, no. 8 (August 1957): 1-7; 
Sidney Finkelstein, ‘The Artist and his World’, 10, no. 9 
(September 1957): 37-46; ‘Letters’, 10, no. ro (October 
1957): 624. I have not been able to identify the artists con- 
cerned. Humboldt directly guided the artists in formulating 
both the original statement and the response, revealing in 
the process his low opinion of their adversary. See Charles 
Humboldt to ‘Mac’, 1 March 1957, 31 July 1957 (copies; 
Humboldt Papers, yu, Box 3, file 123). 

Michael Gold, ‘Change the World’, The Worker, 16 August 
1959, 6 December 1959; Mike Newberry, ‘The Arts’, and 
Annette Rubinstein in ‘Letters’, The Worker, 3 January 1960. 
For the response, see John Condell, ‘Hands Off the Imagina- 
tion!’, M 12, no. ro (October 1959): 49-51; Charles Hum- 
boldt, ‘No Hard Feelings’, 13, no. 2 (February 1960): 45-7. 
Despite some worthy features, Mainstream’s successor, 
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cema’, MA 36, no. 7 (November 1943): 264-6. Cf. Louis 
Harap, ‘A People’s Art in England’, NM 57, no. 2 (9 
October 1945): 23. 

Elizabeth McCausland, ‘Why Can’t America Afford Art?’, 
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(ed.), Work for Artists: What? Where? How? (New York: 
American Artists Group, 1947). 

On this development, see Rosamund Frost, ‘It Pays to 
Advertise’, AN 42, no. 9 (August-September 1943): 11-25; 
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American Contemporary Art 1, no. 10 (October 1944): 6-8; 
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Chicago Press, 1995), 256-92. 
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Goodrich and Soby in ‘A Symposium: The State of Ameri- 
can Art’, MA 42, no. 3 (March 1949): 82-102. 

I borrow the phrase from Mishler, Raising Reds, 81. 

For hopes for a new union patronage in the postwar period, 
see Walter Abell, ‘Art and Labor’, MA 39, no. 6 (October 
1946): 231-9; 254-63; Lewis Merrill, ‘Labor and a People’s 
Art’, NM 57, no. rr (11 December 1945): 14. 

This was well understood at the time. See e.g. Charles 
Corwin’s critique of the 1948 Whitney Annual: ‘The 
Whitney Museum Annual Exhibit’, DW, 3 December 1948; 
and the responses: ‘Herman Baron and Critic on Social Art’, 
DW, 17 December 1948; ‘Philip Evergood on Progressive 
Art Today’, DW, 5 January 1949. See also Charles Corwin, 
‘Easel Painting, Subjectivism and Realism in American Art’, 
DW, 27 December 1948, and ‘The Art Galleries’, DW, 18 
February 1949. 

This was the title of a 1959 exhibition at the Museum of 
Modern Art, curated by Peter Selz, which surveyed the 
human figure in modern art of the 1950s. 

For Sharrer, see Museum of Modern Art, New York, Four- 
teen Americans (1946), 62-5; Dorothy Seckler, ‘Honoré 
Sharrer Paints a Picture’, AN 50, no. 2 (April 1951): 40-43, 
66-7. 
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Burck’, Chicago Sun-Times, 9 July 1953 (clippings, Jacob 
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Weber — Reborn Artist’, SW, 30 May 1937. 
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University (1985.1.27). Stanley Burnshaw, The Revolt of the 
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Harry Salpeter, ‘The New Mister Joe Jones’, Esquire (June 
1945): 82, 188; ‘Our Box Score of the Critics’, AN 44, no. 1 
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Jewish Museum, Painting a Place in America, 187-8. 
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November 1945): 14; Corris, ‘The Difficult Freedom of Ad 


20 


22 


23 


24 


25 


26 


27 


28 


Notes to pages 225-7 


Reinhardt’, 81-3. Yet as late as 1950 Reinhardt took part in 
an ALA symposium, ‘Recent Soviet Criticism’: see ‘Forum on 
Art’, SW, 12 March 1950. 

Romare Bearden to Walter Quirt, nd, refers to the latter’s 
rejection of Social Realism ‘back in the social realist days’ 
(AAA 570: 613-14). Walter Quirt, ‘Social Content versus Art 
in Painting’, The Pinacoteca (winter 1942) (AAA 570: 
938-9). For Quirt’s later career, see University Gallery, 
University of Minnesota, Walter Quirt, 21-6, 39-51. 

Judith Kaye Reed, ‘Presenting Guglielmi in Solo Exhibition’, 
AD 22, no. 11 (1 March 1948): 16. In 1947, Guglielmi 
defended Davis’s art in a letter to Life: see ‘Letters to the 
Editors’, Life 22, no. 13 (31 March 1947): 9. For 
Guglielmi’s later work, see Rutgers University Art Gallery, 
O. Louis Guglielmi, 36-67. 

National Museum of American Art, Jacob Kainen, 21-2, 
31-2. 

Peter N. Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln 
Brigade: Americans in the Spanish Civil War (Stanford 
University Press, 1994), 67-8, 96. 

‘The Question Marks of Social Art’ (nd, but c. 1950 on the 
basis of internal evidence), Bard Papers, AAA N/7O-8: 
542-60. 

Lozowick wrote for New Masses as late as mid-1946, but 
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Alfred M. Frankfurter, ‘Reviews and Previews’, AN 49, no. 
3 (May 1950): 48; Harry Salpeter, ‘Harriton, Ex Picassoid’, 
Esquire (January 1946): 98-9, 211-12. Cf. Abraham 
Harriton, ‘This is a Brief Credo’ (typescript; Harriton 
Papers, su), 

Howard Devree, ‘Midseason Survey’, NYT, 1 January 1950; 
Robert M. Coates, ‘The Art Galleries’, New Yorker (14 
January 1950): 53-4; Charles Corwin, ‘The Art Galleries’, 
DW, 16 January 1950. 

Milton Brown, ‘After Three Years’, MA 39, no. 4 (April 
1946): 138, 166. On Smith, cf. Stanley Meltzoff, ‘David 
Smith and Social Surrealism’, MA 39, no. 3 (March 1946): 
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be Not I (Washington University Art Gallery, Saint Louis) 
was exhibited at the 1945 Whitney Annual. 

For Boy from Stalingrad, see Evergood, ‘Sure, I’m a Social 
Painter’, 259. For the American-Russian friendship series 
(bought by Emil J. Arnold), see Moses Soyer, ‘In the World 
of Art’, NM 53, no. 11 (12 December 1944): 26-7; 
‘The Passing Shows’, AN 53, no. 15 (15-30 November 
1944): 23. 
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14. 
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Today’, DW, 2 May 1946; Beth McHenry, ‘Evergood’s 
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Paintings of Philip Evergood’, DW, 21 July 1946. 
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Anton and Lila Refregier, 13 January 1946 (actually 1947; 
Refregier Papers, AAA). 

Philip Evergood, ‘Friends of Alexander Trachtenberg’, 
17 December 1954 (AAA D304:94-7); ‘The Humanist 
Approach to Art’ (MS from c. 1956; D304:1026-38); 
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in ACA Gallery, 20 Years Evergood (New York: 1946), 17, 
21-2; Evergood quoted in aca Gallery, Philip Evergood 
(New York: 1955). In this connection, see also Evergood’s 
letter rejecting Moses Soyer’s designation of his work as 
‘Social Surrealism’ in ‘Reader’s Forum’, NM 54, no. 7 (13 
February 1945): 22. 

Philip Evergood, ‘Bridgewater Library Talk’, Ms, October 
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Papers, Yu). 
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Papers, yu). Cf. Philip Evergood to Herman and Ella Baron, 
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(May 1960): 40, 63. 
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May 1937 (AAA 2011:146, 155-7). 
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NYP, 6 January 1940; Carlyle Burrows, ‘Notes and 
Comment on Events in Art’, NYHT, 7 January 1940; 
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1940): 53. 
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on May 3rd...’, AAA 1883:445-9). For Halpert’s career, see 
‘Edith Halpert’, Current Biography — 1955 (1955): 35-73 
and Diane Tepfer, ‘Edith Gregor Halpert: Impresario of 
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(Washington, D.C.: Rappahannock Press in association with 
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E.g., Hloward] Dfevree], ‘Two Modern Americans’, NYT, 
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Siporin to Henry Allen Moe, 26 October 1946, copy (AAA 
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The motif of Mussolini’s hanging body is based on 
photographs in Siporin’s scrapbook (AAA 2061:5 1, 53). 
Dorothy Grafly, ‘Pennsylvania Academy’, AN 45, no. 12 
(February 1947): 31; ‘Five Star Shows’, AN 46, no. 8 
(October 1947): 27, 58; Ivan Le Lorraine Albright, ‘Chicago 
Art Exhibition Shakes Provincialism’, Herald-American, 4 
June 1947. 
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AAA 2011:907). 
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in ‘Stephen Greene’s Macabre Paintings’, DW, 11 March 
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Alfred M. Frankfurter, ‘Open House at the Met’, AN 49, 
no. 8 (December 1950): 30-31, 67. For the avant-garde’s 
objections to this exhibition, see Alfred M. Frankfurter, 
‘Vernissage’, AN 49, no. 4 (June-August 1950): I5. For 
Hirsch, see Georgia Museum of Art, Joseph Hirsch (Athens: 
University of Georgia, 1970). 

The title of a key pamphlet by William Z. Foster of 1949. 
In 1954, Siporin’s dealer, Charles Alan, complained that his 
work had become ‘increasingly abstract and obscure’, and 
two years later he terminated their business relationship. 
Charles Alan to Mitchell Siporin, 7 June 1954 and 3 April 
1956 (AAA 2011:885-6, 943). This does not indicate any 
decline in the saleability of Siporin’s work. See Mitchell 
Siporin to Thomas M. Messer 12 August 1958 (copy; AAA 
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Salmagundi 63-4 (spring-summer 1984): 255-85. 
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Museum of Modern Art, New York, New Images of Man 
(New York, 1959) 9, 11. The quotation is from Nietzsche. 
Soyer, Self-Revealment, 79-84; ‘Statement’ and Henry 
Varnum Poor, ‘How This Group Began’, Reality 1, no. 1 
(spring 1953): 1, 6. For minutes of meetings and other 
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867, and Raphael Soyer Papers (Cornell University). 

See esp. Joseph Solman, ‘Jehovah Juries’, Reality 3 (summer 
1955): 5. 
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and Wilson. 

‘Editorial: The Response to Reality’, Reality 2 (spring 
1954): 2. 
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Sidney Finkelstein, ‘Ny Art Magazine Gets Down to Earth’, 
PW, 28 September 1953; Van Ludwig, ‘Around the Gal- 
leries’, PW, 3 March 1954. 
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59-60. See also Joseph Jeffers Dodge, ‘A Reaction to 
“Action Painters”’, Reality no. 2 (spring 1954): 10. 

“Letter to Museum of Modern Art’, Reality 1, no. 1 (spring 
1953): 2; ‘An Open Letter to REALITY’, AD 27, no. 15 (1 
May 1953): 3-4. 

Notably Honoré Sharrer, ‘Humanism in Art’, and Jack 
Levine, ‘Man Is the Center’, in Reality 1, no. 1 (spring 
1953): 4, 5-6. For Sharrer’s position, see also Honoré 
Sharrer to Raphael Soyer, 26 April 1953; and Perez Zagorin 
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(copy), Soyer Papers (Cornell University, folder 2). 

Otis Gage, ‘The Reflective Eye’, AD 20, no. 20 (15 Septem- 
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Harry Salpeter, ‘Raphael Soyer: East Side Degas’, Esquire 9 
(May 1938): 59; Ernest W. Watson, ‘The Paintings of 
Raphael Soyer’, American Artist 12, no. 6 (June 1948): 29. 
pa, ‘A Soyer Profile’, AD 25, no. 14 (15 April 1951): 8, 28. 
Soyer made a second trip to the UssR in 1963, and his work 
was the subject of a monograph by a Soviet art historian. 
See Raphael Soyer, Homage to Thomas Eakins, Etc. (ed. 
Rebecca L. Soyer; South Brunswick, N.J., & London: 
Thomas Yoseloff, 1966), 74-86; Andrei Chegodayev, 
Raphael Soyer (Moscow, 1970). 

Lloyd Goodrich, Raphael Soyer (New York: Abrams, 1972), 
68, 70; ‘Soyer, Isaac; Soyer, Moses; Soyer, Raphael’, 812; 
‘Raphael Soyer, Realist, Captures That “Haunted Look of 
the Unemployed”’, AD 12, no. 12 (15 March 1938): 12; 
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Statement in Associated American Artists Galleries, New 
York, Raphael Soyer (30 March - 18 April 1953). 

For exceptions, see Allara, Pictures of People, 102-4. 
pp, ‘A Soyer Profile’, 8; Patricia Hills, ‘The Artist Previews 
“Raphael Soyer’s New York: People and Places” ’, in Cooper 
Union, Raphael Soyer’s New York: People & Places (New 
York, 1984), np. At the end of the decade, Soyer returned to 
New York street scenes, but with a quite different iconogra- 
phy from that of his 1930s work. On this aspect of his 
career, see Goodrich, Raphael Soyer, ch. 4; and Abram 
Lerner, Soyer Since 1960 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian 
Insitution, 1982). 

Hills, ‘The Artist Previews’. 

‘New York Criticism’, AD 9, no. 11 (1 March 1935): 18. 
For a fine discussion of Soyer’s treatment of this theme, see 
Todd, The ‘New Woman’ Revised, ch. 6. 

Bought by the National Gallery of Scotland in 1932. 

Cf. Goodrich on Soyer and Degas in Raphael Soyer, 19-20. 
Todd, The ‘New Woman’ Revised, 258. 

‘Art’, Time 51, no. 12 (22 March 1948): 59-60. 

Of a kindred work from the same year, City Children 
(private collection), Soyer wrote: ‘This is the kind of paint- 
ing I do from time to time which leaves me uneasy because it 
is open to accusations of sentimentality.’ See Soyer, Homage 
to Thomas Eakins, 130. Already in 1948 Robert Coates 
regretted what he saw as the increasing blandness of Soyer’s 
subjects. See ‘The Art Galleries’, NY 24, no. 3 (13 March 
1948): 62. 

Sidney Tillim, ‘Month in Review’, Arts 35, no. 4 (January 
1961): 47. 

‘One does not find in his work a preoccupation with 
painting for its own sake nor “pretty passages”.’ — Moses 
Soyer, ‘In the World of Art’, NM 55, no. 13 (26 June 1945): 
30. 

Goodrich, Raphael Soyer, 19. 

Moses Soyer’s wife, Ida, was a dancer with the revolution- 
ary dance troupe of Helen Tamiris. 

Ina later programmatic group portrait, Homage to Thomas 
Eakins (1964-5; Hirshhorn Museum & Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, D.C.) the only woman present is Soyer’s 
daughter Mary, who brings in drinks for the imaginary gath- 
ering of artists. 

E.g., Nude (1952, Whitney Museum of American Art). 
‘Art’, Time 76, no. 24 (12 December 1960): 78. 

E.g., ‘Statements by Four Artists’, Reality 1, no. 1 (spring 
1953): 8. 

Dorothy Seckler, ‘Joseph Solman Paints a Picture’, AN 50, 
no. 4 (June-August 1951): 42 

Joseph Solman to Jacob Kainen, 26 February 1939 (AAA 
565:171). 

It was mentioned in reviews in three of the New York dailies 
(NYT, 31 May 1943; NYHT, 31 May 1943; NYWT, 30 
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no. 8 (June-July 1943): 41. 

In an interview with the author, 13 November 1996, Solman 
remembered the decision as primarily a financial one. 
Dforothy] Sfeckler], ‘Joseph Solman’, AN 49, no. 7 
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NYT, 26 November 1950. On the studio interiors, see also 
Chanin, Joseph Solman, 10-11. 

Joseph Solman, ‘Notes on Art Education’, Reality no. 2 
(spring 1954): 5. : 
Interview with the author, 13 November 1996. 

Chanin, Joseph Solman, 13-14. 

Llawrence] Clampbell], ‘Joseph Solman’, AN 53, no. 8 
(December 1954): 52. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Van Gogh Paint- 
ings and Drawings: A Special Loan Exhibition (New York, 
1949). 

‘In the Galleries’, Arts 32, no. 4 (January 1958): 54. 

Neel rejected the idea of painting ‘for hire’ and disliked 
being called a portrait painter. See ‘Alice Neel’, in Cindy 
Nemser, Art Talk: Conversations with 12 Women Artists 
(New York: Scribner, 1975), 130; Allara, Pictures of People, 
16-17. In a letter to the cp’s Daily World of 2 February 
1971, Neel praised a review of her work by Philip Bonosky 
‘because it included the sociologic and historic aspects of my 
art which are so important.’ Cf. Bonosky, ‘Social Comment 
of Alice Neel’, Daily World, 30 October 1970. 

Allara, Pictures of People, 94-101; Hills, Alice Neel, 86-7, 
92. Neel’s work was illustrated in M&M: 2, no. 5 (May 
1949): 70; 2, no. 12 (December 1949): 68; 3, no. 4 (April 
1950): 315 4, no. « (January 1951): 87; M 11, no. 6 (June 
1958): 40-45; 14, no. 2 (February 1961): 44; 14, no. 8 
(August 1961), cover. In 1953 Neel gave an illustrated 
lecture on her work at the Jefferson School: see ‘Films, 
Lectures, Music’, DW, 27 March 1953. 

Allara dates the painting to both 1958 and 1952, but it was 
in fact exhibited in r951. It thus does not postdate the 
demise of the crc in 1956 as she assumes. See Portraits of 
People, 103-4. 

Allara, Pictures of People, 124-5; Hills, Alice Neel, 177, 
179. See also D{avid] G[ordon], ‘Alice Neel, Humanist 
Artist, for More Cultural Exchange’, Daily World, 31 May 
1973. 

Hills, Alice Neel, 60. None the less, the FBI maintained a file 
on her, and she was interviewed by two agents in 1955. 
Printed in ibid., 24-5, 28-9. 

Doctoral Address to Moore College of Art, printed in ibid., 
132, 134. She also claimed: ‘I was always class-conscious’ — 
see ‘Alice Neel’, in Eleanor Munro, Originals: American 
Women Artists (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979), 128. 
‘Alice Neel’, Night 2, no. 3 (April 1979). Bizarrely, this 
interview appears next to a photo feature on Studio 54. 
Her library includes Howard Selsam’s What is Philosophy? 
and Socialism and Ethics, and philosophical works by 
Engels and Lenin. Selsam was director of the Jefferson 
School, which was forced to close under government pres- 
sure in 1956. 

For Neel on the importance of the frame and ‘[dlividing up 
the canvas,’ see Hills, Alice Neel, 181, 183-4. 

‘The Passing Shows’, AN 43, no. 3 (15-31 March 1944): 
19. 
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March - 4 April 1933). The exhibition was organised by J. 

B. Neumann. Allara discusses the relationship with Expres- 

sionism and Neel’s tendency to cover her tracks in Pictures 

of People, 48-9, 272 n. 10. Neel recalled seeing Matisse’s 

work when she was at art school, but said it did not satisfy 

her (Hills, Alice Neel, 15-16). None the less, Futility of 
Effort (1930; private collection) clearly suggests his 

influence. 

Hills, Alice Neel, 49, 53, 59-60, 184. Her long-term rela- 

tionship with the Communist photographer and film-maker 

Sam Brody, which lasted from 1940 until the mid-1960s, is 

also relevant in this regard: see Allara, Portraits of People, 

105-7. On the importance of the thirties experience to 

Neel, see Susan Rosenberg, ‘People as Evidence’, in Philadel- 

phia Museum of Art, Alice Neel (Philadelphia, 2000), 

33-51. 

New Playwrights Theatre, Paintings by Alice Neel (New 

York, 23 April— 23 May 1951), printed in Hills, Alice Neel, 

89-90. The exhibition was in part a retrospective, and 

included twenty-four works, among which were Social 

Realist paintings from the 1930s, such as Demonstration 

(1935; Estate of Alice Neel) and Uneeda Biscuit Strike 

(1936; private collection). 

Mike Gold, ‘Alice Neel Paints Scenes and Portraits from Life 

in Harlem’, DW, 27 December 1950. Cf. her negative judge- 

ments from the 1970s on Giacometti and Beckett, in 

‘Bloomsburg State College Lecture, March 21, 1972’, type- 

script, AAA 4964:544; Hills, Alice Neel, 13.4; 

Whitney Museum of American Art, Alice Neel (New York, 

1974), np. 

See her comment on Athol Fugard’s Boesman and Lena, in 

Hills, Alice Neel, 134. 

The area was the main stronghold of the American Labor 
Party, and in 1948 Wallace won in all of its eight election 
districts. See Gerald Meyer, ‘Puerto Ricans’, in Buhle et al. 
(eds), Encyclopedia of the American Left, 614-17; Jesus 
Colén, A Puerto Rican in New York, and Other Sketches 
(New York: Mainstream, 1961); Allara, Pictures of People, 
ch. 6. 

New Playwrights Theatre, Paintings by Alice Neel; Charles 
Corwin, ‘Deep Humanity, Sincerity Marks Paintings of 
Talented Alice Neel’, DW, 15 January 1951. 

‘Alice Neel’, Night. Cf. the extended account of her ‘hyper- 
sensitivity’ in Munro, Originals, 120-30. 

Lars Lawrence [Phillip Stevenson], Morning, Noon and 
Night (New York: G. P. Putnam, 1954); Philip Bonosky, 
‘Mining Town’, M&M 7, no. 12 (December 1954): 51-5; 
Albert Maltz and Philip Bonosky, “Two Opinions on a 
Novel’, M&M 8, no. 5 (May 1955): 62-4 ‘More on 
“Morning, Noon and Night”’, M&M 8, no. 7 (July 1955): 
58-64 (Neel’s letter is 62-3). Allara, I think, misreads this 
exchange, in Pictures of People, 96-7. 

Philip Bonosky, Brother Bill McKie: Building the Union at 
Ford (New York: International Publishers, 1953); Philip 
Bonosky, ‘How I Came to Write Brother Bill McKie’, SW, 29 
March 1953. 

Allara, Pictures of People, 108-13; Hills, Alice Neel, 141. 
For several accounts of Neel’s interchanges with her sub- 
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jects, see ‘Undergoing Scrutiny: Sitting for Alice Neel’, in 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Alice Neel, 67-78. 

Munro, Originals, 130. 

Daniel Catton Rich, ‘Van Gogh’, in Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Van Gogh Paintings and Drawings, 10. 

W. T. Biirger, ‘Van Gogh: Two Paths of an Artist’, M&M 3, 
no. 1 (January 1950): 46-9. 

Meyer Schapiro, Vincent Van Gogh (New York: Abrams, 
1950), 16-19. Neel painted Schapiro’s portrait from 
memory in 1947 (private collection), presumably because 
direct contact with a notorious ‘Trotskyist’ would have been 
unthinkable. There is obviously a case for seeing the influ- 
ence of van Gogh in earlier portraits such as Max White 
(1935; Smithsonian American Art Museum) and Pat 
Whalen (fig. 96). 

For Shields, see Art Shields, My Shaping-Up Years: The 
Early Years of Labor’s Great Reporter (New York: Interna- 
tional Publishers, 1983). 

Hubert Crehan’s article ‘Introducing the Portraits of Alice 
Neel’, AN 61, no. 6 (October 1962): 44-7, 68, marked 
something of a turning point in terms of critical attention. 
Soyer was elected Academician in 1951 and Solman in 
1967. Neel was not elected but received prizes at the 1971 
and 1983 NAD exhibitions. She became increasingly friendly 
with Raphael Soyer from the late 1960s, and painted her 
portrait of Raphael and Moses (Whitney Museum of 
American Art) in 1973. 

Neel benefited from the revival of interest in realism in the 
1970s and from the feminist movement. However, she 
detested the New Realist painting of the period, so alien in 
its premises to her own: see Hill, Alice Neel, 90. 

‘I want to paint the comédie humaine —as it is today.’ Levine 
quoted in Elizabeth McCausland, ‘The Caustic Art of Jack 
Levine’, 47 The Magazine of the Year 1, no. 7 (September 
1947): 57- 

For Soyer on Levine, see Homage to Thomas Eakins, 
137-40. Key sources for Levine include Henry Freedman, 
‘Jack Levine: Painter and Protester’, PhD thesis, Johns 
Hopkins University, Baltimore, 1975; Jewish Museum, Jack 
Levine: Retrospective Exhibition: Paintings, Drawings, 
Graphics (New York, 1978); Jack Levine, Jack Levine (ed. 
Stephen Robert Frankel; New York: Rizzoli, 1989). 

“Artists Aid “Art Students for Peace”’, 1950, unidentified 
clipping, Levine Papers, Aaa, ‘Message to Mexico’, MeM 5, 
no. 5 (May 1952): 27. The painter Ruth Gikow, whom 
Levine married in 1946, also had a longstanding connection 
with the left. 

Jack Levine, ‘Form and Content’, College Art Journal 9, 
no. 1 (autumn 1941): 58; “LEVINE Jack, The Turnkey’, in 
University of Illinois, Contemporary American Painting 
and Sculpture (Urbana, 1957), 221- 

Mare Blitzstein, ‘A Musician’s War Diary’, NM 60, no. 7 
(13 August 1946): 3-6; 60, no. 8 (20 August 1946): 6-9; 60, 
no. 9 (27 August 1946): 10-12. For other Levine illustrations 
see: NM 59, no. 10 (4 June 1946): 18; 60, no. 14 (I October 
1946): 13; 61, no. 3 (15 October 1946): 23-6; ‘From the 
Sketchbook of Jack Levine’, M 1, no. 2 (spring 1947): 2133 
M&M 1, no. 5 (July 1948): 86; 1, no. ro (December 1948): 10. 
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The Levine exhibition was actually a travelling show that 
started in the Boston Institute of Contemporary Arts in 1952. 
‘Angry Artist’, Time 47, no. 20 (20 May 1946): 64. For 
Levine on Welcome Home, see Emily Genauer, ‘Welcome 
Home Gets Reception at Denver Show’, NYWT, 24 August 
1948; ‘City Boy’, Time 55, no. 5 (30 January 1950): 51. 
Hilton Kramer, ‘Bloom and Levine: The Hazards of Modern 
Painting’, Commentary 19, no. 6 (June 1955): 583-7. 
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